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 “I hate discrimination from the bottom of my toes”.  David Morse, 
Director-General of the ILO, 1948-1973 (at his re-election, 1967) 

“Let us walk the last mile together”. Nelson Mandela, addressing a special 
sitting of the International Labour Conference, June 8, 1990. 

Introduction 

 By the time of Nelson Mandela’s historic address to the 1990 ILO Conference, the 

Organisation had been confronting the issues raised by apartheid and the regime that enforced 

it for thirty years. 

 South Africa’s President-to-be1 had only been released from decades of 

imprisonment a few months beforehand. If his choice of the ILO for his first speech to an 

organisation of the UN system contained handsome acknowledgement of its role in the 

international campaign to free him and his country from racism and repression, the content of 

his address made it clear that the campaign against apartheid was not yet over. The ILO was 

urged to continue until South Africa was free (in all senses of that word) to re-join the ILO 

once again, some thirty years after the government had in effect been obliged to withdraw 

because of the adoption of the ILO’s first Declaration on Apartheid in June 19642. 

Early days 

 South Africa’s membership went back to the foundation, in 1919, of the ILO by 

which time the essential foundations of a racially exclusive constitutional, economic and 

industrial society were already firmly in place there. From time to time there may have been 

some influence exercised through the ILO over some elements of working conditions in the 

mining and manufacturing sectors of the South African economy, but if so they were of 

benefit to the white minority which dominated in these sectors, as in all other aspects of South 

African society; there does not appear to have been any concern either over the exclusion of 

black Africans from trade union rights and the industrial relations system in general through 

legislation dating from the first decade of the 20th century, heavily reinforced with explicit 

                                                 
1 He had not yet even assumed the Presidency of the African National Congress (a position then still 
occupied by his close friend and colleague, Oliver Tambo, then gravely ill) - hence Mandela’s 
introduction to the ILO Conference as the Vice-President of that movement. His election as President 
of the Republic of South Africa was to follow some four years later after the first democratic election 
in which all of the country’s adult population could vote. 
2 For the full title and text of the Declaration, see Appendix 1. 
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racial exclusiveness in the inter-war period, and accompanied from that time onward by an 

explicit colour bar in employment which was aimed at securing and entrenching the 

privileged access of whites to employment and training, thus giving rise to superior, 

statutorily guaranteed levels of wages and  benefits. The same was true as regards the rural 

sector, South Africa attempting (even if unsuccessfully) to modify some elements of the 

preliminary moves towards the adoption by the ILO of the Forced Labour Convention, which 

it did not ratify. 

 Similarly, in the period immediately following World War II, the creation of the 

United Nations organisation (again, with South Africa as a founding member) and the 

reformulation of the ILO Constitutional principles through the adoption of the Declaration of 

Philadelphia, appear not to have had any serious impact on the racial policies and practices 

endemic within South African society.  

 It would perhaps be unfair to characterise the ILO’s approach as one of indifference; 

in the earlier part of the period, there was a great degree of caution within the League of 

Nations and the ILO over the degree to which, if at all, it was permissible to infringe the 

sovereignty of any State, let alone those that were themselves members of these international 

organisations. The Permanent Mandates Commission (of the League) was perhaps a pioneer 

in the cause of questioning the activities of colonial powers; and there is little doubt that the 

ILO benefited from its exposures in matters affecting labour. Its successor under the UN, the 

Trusteeship Council, was similarly positioned to be the forum for raising pertinent issues, as 

regards labour matters among others, concerning malpractices in South West Africa3 under 

South African control and so to bring these to the attention of the General Assembly.   

 It is important to realise, too, that the UN itself, and all of the specialised agencies of 

the UN system, were constrained not only by the provisions of the Charter preventing 

interference in the internal affairs of member States4 except where there was a threat to peace 

agreed by an effective decision (i.e. where no veto was cast by any one of the five permanent 

members) at the Security Council. Uppermost too was a concern in the ILO, with the pursuit 

of universality – of membership, and of the values associated with its founding principles- in 

the hope that the latter would be of greater import where no restraint was placed on the 

former.  In such circumstances, it was more convenient to leave ‘political’ matters for 

determination by the General Assembly where appropriate, in the expectation that this would 

enhance capacity to concentrate on matters closer to its core mandate, and the encouraging – 

                                                 
3 Later to be known as Namibia. 
4 Article 2(7). 
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rather than obliging – of member government adherence to it.  Such was still the case as 

South Africa’s policy of apartheid came to the forefront of international concern in the 1950s.  

Apartheid and the ILO – initial moves 

 The policy of apartheid was established as the ruling doctrine5 in South Africa from 

May 1948 following the election of a National(ist) Party government which was to remain in 

office until 1994.  

Although aspects of the South African policy and legislation had been the object of 

critical comment by the ILO (and joint UN-ILO) in 1953, particularly as regards aspects of 

‘compulsion to labour’, not a great deal of attention appears to have been paid to other 

developments under apartheid dealing expressly with labour matters for nearly a decade after 

that.6  

The first serious moves were made in the ILO from 1961 onwards to address the 

challenge of what had by then become a policy roundly condemned in the UN by the General 

Assembly and the Security Council, largely – in both Organisations – as a result of two 

developments that had coincided in the previous year to focus political attention and resolve. 

These were the massacre by South African police at Sharpeville in South Africa of a large 

number of African protesters against apartheid measures, and the presence for the first time of 

a significant and cohesive bloc of African member States. 

In the ILO, this first took the form of successive (unsuccessful) challenges from 1959 

to the credentials of the worker delegate from South to the ILO Conference, and then, in 

1961, the passing of a resolution by the Conference7 which requested the Governing Body to 

advise South Africa to withdraw from the ILO on the grounds that apartheid was contrary to 

the declared principles of the ILO Constitution and the Declaration of Philadelphia. When it 

had become clear by 1963 that no action had been taken (or reported) on the resolution, and 

the insistence of African members at the Conference that year, combined with tactics 

                                                 
5 Translated into English from Afrikaans, the literal meaning of the word is “apartness”; but as 
government policy it was explicitly designed to extend and re-enforce racial segregation in political, 
economic and social spheres, together with measures that were designed to limit and repress opposition 
to it. A later usage attempted to incorporate the notion of “separate development” as an extension of the 
policy, which always involved white domination over areas designated for non-whites.  
6 There had, however, been consideration of some aspects of restrictions on trade union rights by the 
Governing Body’s Committee on Freedom of Association.  
7 Adopted by 163 votes to 0, with 89 abstentions 
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deployed with support from Arab and Soviet bloc members, had resulted in a major crisis8 

that even threatened the continued functioning of the ILO, a series of measures proposed by 

the Director-General led to proposals from the Governing Body to the Conference in 1964 

that resulted in the adoption of far-reaching decisions on South Africa and apartheid, leading 

South Africa to announce its withdrawal from the ILO. 

The first of these measures was the decision to exclude South African participation 

from all meetings held under the auspices of the Governing Body, including regional ones and 

those of consultative or specialised (such as industrial) committees. This was effective 

immediately and remained operative for the next three decades. 

 There followed the adoption of two proposed amendments to the ILO constitution, 

respectively empowering the ILO Conference to suspend Members found by the UN to be 

following a declared policy of racial discrimination or to expel or suspend Members expelled 

or suspended by the UN. Even without entering into the separate question of the existence or 

otherwise of the UN’s capacity to undertake the steps made a necessary condition for ILO 

projected action, the ILO constitutional amendments, although carried by the Conference9,  

were themselves subject to requirement under the ILO Constitution of requiring ratification 

by two-thirds of Member governments (including five of the ten States of chief industrial 

importance) before they could come into effect. That requirement has never been met. 

The third of the measures adopted - unanimously - in 1964 was the Declaration 

Concerning the Policy of Apartheid of the Republic of South Africa which was accompanied 

by the Programme of Action. It was this that led to South Africa’s decision to withdraw from 

the ILO. The two elements combined were correctly perceived to be the basis for the 

campaign that was to be sustained until apartheid, and the regime that had instituted it, were 

removed.    

The ILO against Apartheid – first principles, plus action 

 The 1964 ILO Declaration and Programme of Action 10 broke new ground in 

several different ways. The Declaration placed the ILO approach to apartheid firmly in the 

context of principles already established through the Constitution, the Declaration of 

Philadelphia, and important fundamental labour standards on forced labour, discrimination, 

                                                 
8 The details surrounding these events are described at considerable length in Chapter 15 (pp. 318-337) 
of History of the International Labour Organisation by Anthony Alcock. Macmillan. London 
etc.1971. 
9 By majorities of 179 votes to 27 with 41 abstentions; and 238 votes to 0 with 2 abstentions. 
10 For the texts of both, see Appendix I. 
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freedom of association, and collective bargaining. In doing so, it rested its approach on the 

essential content of these principles, rather than the legal niceties that might have been 

invoked through ratification of ILO conventions. South Africa had not, of course, ratified any 

of those embodying the principles; but that was not allowed to stand in the way of their being 

used as yardsticks on which conclusions were reached concerning apartheid in matters 

affecting labour. 

 The Programme of Action took this a stage further, by examining in great detail 

measures that had been put in place by the South African government in furtherance of 

apartheid, and then making clear which of these (in fields relating to inequality of opportunity 

and treatment, choice of employment, wages, conditions of work, collective bargaining and 

trade union rights, among others) required repeal or amendment.  

 It also instructed the Director-General to submit a Special Report on action taken 

concerning the Declaration and Programme of Action to the International Labour Conference 

each year.  This was indeed done, starting in 1965 and continuing until 1994.11 

ILO action consolidated 

 The annual reports began in 1965 with an acute analysis of the major features of the 

apartheid system and developments affecting labour. Those that followed kept a close watch 

on recent moves reinforcing and extending apartheid, as the ideology took greater hold and, in 

the second half of the decade, involved an increasing number of repressive measures, 

including detention without trial of trade unionists (among others).  

 The ILO’s clear willingness to associate itself with the UN in its activities against 

apartheid and the regular monitoring accomplished through the annual Special Reports, 

established its position in the forefront of the agencies and enabled it to work more closely 

with the institutions that were charged with encouraging further international action, such as 

the Special Committee on (later, Against) Apartheid created by the General Assembly, the 

Unit (later, Centre) within the UN Secretariat and subsidiary bodies such as the Working 

Group of Experts which examined labour and trade union situations in South Africa; and 

similar bodies that were put in place regarding Namibia, namely the UN Council for Namibia 

– the latter after the Governing Body had taken note of the decisions of the International 

Court of Justice in the South West Africa cases which had led the General Assembly to 

terminate South Africa’s mandate over that territory and assume authority for it via the 

                                                 
11 For a summary of the principal aspects of the 30 reports, see Appendix II. 
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Council.12 An important seminar held in Brasilia under the auspices of the Centre against 

Apartheid saw the ILO participating, and being the object of several recommendations as to 

possible action by its tripartite constituents, while the Director-General was in a position to 

indicate the Office’s willingness to assist victims of apartheid through collaboration in 

programmes instituted by the UN. 

 While there does not appear to have been a great deal of discussion in the major 

deliberative organs of the ILO of successive Special Reports, the Governing Body was able to 

note decisions, encouraged by the UN, to give it wider distribution through translations into 

Arabic and other languages.13 

 Thus, at the time of the International Year for Action to Combat Racism and Racial 

Discrimination in 1971, the ILO was able to adopt another resolution on apartheid 

unanimously urging the ratification of the constitutional amendment passed in 1964, reporting 

by all three constituent categories of action taken against apartheid, and to “maximise the 

effectiveness of the ILO Declaration and Programme of Action…with a view to elaborating a 

coherent set of measures designed to contribute to restoring fundamental human and trade 

union rights in South Africa.”  

Activating ILO action 

 But by that time the severe deterioration of apartheid itself and the repression that 

kept it in place within South Africa was being matched by important developments in the 

field of worker and trade union activity taking place there. It was becoming increasingly 

evident that black workers – long since excluded from the official recognition accorded to 

trade unions for collective bargaining purposes – were not only forming unions but also were 

engaging in industrial action on wages and working conditions, which in the early 1970s 

involved strikes at ports in South Africa and more generally in Namibia by ‘migrant workers’ 

recruited and employed on mines and farms. 

 This situation gave rise in turn to an important Trade Union Conference on 

Apartheid, sponsored by the UN Centre Against Apartheid and all major international trade 

union organisations, which was held in Geneva in 1973 and whose decisions and 

recommendations were brought to bear on the future activity of the ILO as was a resolution in 

                                                 
12 It is of some interest that the Governing Body had decided to authorise the Director-General to 
respond to any request for information from the Hague Court, rather than place the Office at its 
disposal for this purpose.  
13 These included Afrikaans and Zulu, undertaken with the clear intention of obtaining readership with 
South Africa – and, at the same time, involving exiled South Africans in work for the ILO. 
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similar vein adopted by the executive of the International Organisation of Employers  – but 

not until increasing disquiet had begun to be expressed by African delegates to the 

International Labour Conference at the ILO’s apparent emphasis, and reliance, on the DG’s 

Special Reports. It is worth noting in that context, that as late as 1976 – the year in which the 

uprising at Soweto was met by police shooting and the killing demonstrators - there was no 

discussion at all on the 12th Special Report, adopted perfunctorily, without a vote, on the 

recommendation of the Selection Committee of the Conference.  If change was in the air, it 

had been signalled the previous year in the Conference through the use by government 

delegates from several African countries14, of their interventions in the general debate (on the 

DG’s other report), and by the presence of observers from the African Committee for Trade 

Union Co-ordination on Action Against Apartheid, as well as from the Organisation of 

African Trade Union Unity and the African National Congress.15  

 It was in fact from 1977 onwards that a radical shift in the amount and the nature of 

the attention accorded to apartheid took place, as the Conference and the Governing Body 

were moved to consider with far greater intensity all of the issues placed before them, as a 

result of a combination of pressures arising from the worsening situation within southern 

Africa. 

 The first such initiative came, once again through the Second International Trade 

Union Conference On Action Against Apartheid which was held this time during the 

course of the International Labour Conference in 1977 and whose forceful conclusions were 

read into the record on behalf of the Workers’ Group of the Conference16 before the adoption 

of the 13th Report of the Director-General17. The following year saw the admission of 

Namibia as a Member State of the ILO, with the UN Council for Namibia charged with the 

responsibility of securing a tripartite delegation (from among its members and after 

consultation with SWAPO, the national liberation movement from the territory recognised by 

the OAU). Before that, the Governing Body had, on the initiative of the Office, decided to 

hold a Special Tripartite Meeting on Apartheid lasting one day, within the framework of the 

1978 session ILO Conference.18 As anticipated, the fact that the 14th Report of the DG on 

                                                 
14 E.g. Zaire, Liberia, and Nigeria as well as the worker delegate from Mauritius. 
15 Among a category of National Liberation Movements recognised by the Organisation of African 
Unity. 

16 See ILC, 63rd Session, Geneva 1977, pp. 327-8.  

17 Again, on the proposal of the Selection Committee, again with no extended debate – though the 
gravity of the situation was also noted in an intervention on behalf of the Employers Group. 
18 The decision was expressed as being a contribution by the ILO to the International Year Against 
Apartheid (1978). 
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Apartheid for the first time contained a chapter on ‘Action Against Apartheid’ [for the first 

time?] enabled it to act as  the focus of the lengthy discussion that then occurred, with no 

fewer than sixty delegates participating in the proceedings.  

In 1979, the Office, with the approval of the Governing Body, had launched its 

programme of technical cooperation in favour of the liberation movements. A further 

extensive discussion at the Conference in 1980, based in part on a Tripartite Meeting of 

Members of the Governing Body on Apartheid, resulted from the establishment, for the 

first time, of a Tripartite Conference Committee on Apartheid whose recommendations in 

turn gave rise to the convening by the Governing Body of an International Tripartite 

Meeting on Apartheid in Lusaka, Zambia, in May 1981, which proceeded to make proposals 

for the updated Declaration on Apartheid that was adopted by the Conference in that year. 

Action transformed 

 It is worth pausing briefly at this stage to reflect on the way ILO moves on apartheid 

had by this time begun the metamorphosis from analytical disapproval to downright 

denunciation, with all that followed from that change of emphasis. 

 It will be recalled that the original Declaration had, in 1964, directed its critique at 

substantive elements of discrimination and the denial of rights under apartheid; and that the 

Programme of Action sought to convince the South African government of the need to 

discard these, and the same approach was taken for some years in the annual Special Reports 

of the DG.  What occurred during the 1980s, spurred on by the UN, the Workers’ group of the 

Conference and an increasingly vocal number of delegates to the International Labour 

Conferences, was the placing of preliminary consideration of the issues in a tripartite 

framework that functioned not only within the Conference itself but in an African country 

(Zambia) itself threatened by the South Africa and which housed exiled liberation 

organisations together with the principal training institution for Namibians.19 

 The results were clearly visible in the tone and the content of the updated 

Declaration20 of 1981 - forthright rejection of apartheid and all that it stood for, an emphasis 

on the vulnerability of the “Front Line” States21, and a programme of assistance which 

stressed the needs of the National Liberation Movements (NLMs) and the black trade unions. 

Above all, the action required was no longer from the South African government, but from all 

                                                 
19 The UN Institute for Namibia. 
20 For the full text, see Appendix II. 
21 I.e. those neighbouring South Africa or whose governments were openly committed to bringing 
about the downfall of the apartheid regime. 
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three varieties of ILO constituents – and from the ILO itself, the latter involving not just the 

Office and the Governing Body but the Tripartite Conference Committee on Apartheid of 

the Conference22 designed to examine, comment on, and make proposals for further action – 

all of which were now also to be the subject of reporting and monitoring by the Governing 

Body and, through the DG’s Special Reports, the Conference.  

 To an increasing extent from then on it was the existence of the Conference 

Committee, composed of delegates (and served by a secretariat) overwhelmingly committed 

to the demise of apartheid, that drove ILO involvement with the campaigns against that 

system. By 1983, for example, a secretariat paper for the Governing Body was referring to 

“the [Office’s] anti-apartheid programme” on the way to preparing the way for yet another 

revision of the Declaration in 1984 based on recommendations from another international 

tripartite Conference – this time to make even clearer the need for identification with, and 

assistance to those engaged in bringing about the overthrow of apartheid.  

It also placed emphasis squarely on the need for the adoption of sanctions, if not 

through the Security Council then at least by individual member governments which were 

urged to support such measures at the UN and to undertake analogous measures themselves, 

just as workers’ organisation were enjoined to engage in solidarity action, embargos, 

sympathy strikes and the like; while employers were to withdraw or disinvest from South 

Africa   

Tough times, tough measures 

 Indeed, with South Africa by then openly on a war footing (fighting in Angola and 

the north of Namibia, with guerrilla activity elsewhere) there were at last signs at this time of 

government attempts at rethinking the ways in which apartheid might continue to underpin 

white rule. As significant, though, was that these efforts seemed to be subordinated in practice 

to a series of fierce measures – including successive States of Emergency and virtually 

unrestrained police brutality - used to repress the ever more militant opposition that included 

black or non-racial trade unions associated with COSATU and NACTU23.  

 It was against this background that, in the second half of the 1980s, ILO action came 

increasingly to be associated with liberation movements and their representatives. The 
                                                 
22 The Committee, which continued in existence until 1994, was always presided over by the 
Government delegate of one of the Front Line States (in practice: Zambia, Tanzania or Zimbabwe), and 
formulated its recommendations through a tripartite Working Party after several sitting of discussion. 
Its report was adopted by the Conference, more often than not without dissent – but with some 
delegates expressing reservations - following extended discussion at the Plenary. 
23 The National Council of Trade Unions, the smaller of the two. 
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Conference Committee was to hear vivid descriptions from representatives of COSATU, 

NACTU and the NUNW24 of the dire circumstances under which they were obliged to 

function, and call unequivocally for the release of political prisoners and trade unionists 

placed under detention. The Conference itself was addressed in 1986 by Oliver Tambo, the 

President of the ANC in exile, and he was followed in 1988 by the President of SWAPO, 

Sam Nujoma, with many delegates intervening in their wake to stress the need for support 

for their legitimate campaigns.  

The end in sight  

 If the ILO was not by its very nature able to match the militancy of those directly 

engaged inside and outside southern Africa, its response to their efforts was measured by its 

commitment to provide them with support.  

Contact was maintained with all concerned through a network of Associate Experts 

engaged at ILO Headquarters for the purpose and placed in the ILO offices in front line States 

and at headquarters. Included among them were some who had themselves been victims of 

detention and torture in South Africa, who were closely identified with one or other exiled 

movement and, in more than one instance, persons sent by those bodies to assist in the 

process of providing assistance and planning for the future until and after liberation.  This 

involved, inter alia, a succession of missions to the ILO from trade union leaders from inside 

the countries, and their advisers.  

One consequence was that by the time Namibia achieved independence in 1991, the 

ILO was set to establish a permanent presence there and to proceed with programmes of 

technical assistance required by the new SWAPO government, with Nujoma as its first 

President. 

But matters were not yet settled as regards South Africa, as Nelson Mandela made 

clear: after thanking the ILO for the support it had provided during the period of his 

imprisonment, his message was that this support was still required as matters moved forward 

to negotiations over the future. That too was the thrust of advice provided at the time of the 

last tripartite conference on apartheid, which took place in Harare in 1992 – that continued 

pressure was required, including urging that sanctions be applied, even as negotiations 

continued on the basis for a new constitution based on majority rule. 

 

                                                 
24 National Union of Namibian Workers 
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The last mile 

There was indeed no relaxation of ILO commitment. Still, at the same time, the 

Governing Body was able in that year to adopt the report of the Fact Finding and 

Conciliation Commission which had been to South Africa to consider the complaint by 

COSATU concerning the violation of trade union rights – and to endorse its conclusions for 

the full-scale revision of the entire system of industrial relations as indicated in its 

conclusions and recommendations.  

The implementation of those far-reaching measures had to await the aftermath of the 

elections of April 1994, which saw Mandela assume office as President of an ANC-led 

government – and the readmission of South Africa as a member State of the ILO, together 

with the rescinding of the Declaration on Action Against Apartheid in South Africa. 
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Appendix II . 
 
Principal subject matter of annual Reports of the Director-General 
of the ILO on apartheid25 
 
1965 (1st Report): This sets out the more important operative provisions of the 
Declaration adopted in 1964, including the ‘Programme of Action for the elimination 
of Apartheid in Labour Matters’ which, it points out, restates basic ILO principles and 
proceeds by way of urging action in the first place that is required from the 
Government of South Africa. When drawing attention to paragraph 7 of that 
programme (containing an appeal to all three ILO constituencies), the chapter 
concludes ‘after careful consideration’ that this cannot be evaluated because doing so 
might involve ‘difficulties’ such as interpretation by the DG of the policies of member 
governments and the absence of sufficient information of the extent to which there 
may (or, presumably, may not) have been combined action. The report then proceeds 
in a second chapter, to deal with existing or proposed legislation relating to 
employment and training and ‘compulsion to labour’, mainly amendments to existing 
laws setting up ‘labour bureaux’, as they affect recruitment and movement 
respectively in and from both urban and rural areas, together with the penalties 
associated with infringements thereof (the so-called ‘influx control’ system deployed 
to subordinate Africans to a  discriminatory employment regime). A portion of the 
chapter on the UN records decisions of the Security Council and the General 
Assembly, including the establishment by the latter of a training programme for 
(black) South African émigrés and the creation of the UN’s Special Committee on 
(later, against) Apartheid. It also sets out the arguments of the applicant States 
(Ethiopia and Liberia) in the proceedings at the International Court of Justice 
concerning the application of ‘Separate Development’ (= apartheid) policies to South 
West Africa (later, Namibia). The third and fourth chapters provide an incisive critical 
analysis of the faults and fallacies of apartheid, followed by a series of suggestions as 
to what the South African Government might be required to do in various fields of 
concern to the ILO (including migrant labour, freedom of movement and residence 
for the labour force, training and advancement, trade unions and freedom of 
association, wages and conditions of employment). 
 
1966 (2nd Report): The first two, descriptive and analytical chapters of this report 
deal both with the theory (“separate development”) and practice of apartheid, as 
elaborated in the creation of the ‘Bantustans’ (tribally, or ethnically-defined 
“homelands”), manifestations of the policy within “white” areas and their application 
in relation to manpower shortages, inflationary pressures, and the colour bar in trade 
unions and employment. After noting moves on apartheid in the UN, including those 
relating to South West Africa, the third chapter concentrated attention on three 

                                                 
25 These “Special” reports were submitted each year to the International Labour Conference from 1965, 
the year following the adoption of the Declaration concerning the policy of “apartheid” in the 
Republic of South Africa (changed from 1986 to one ‘concerning action against apartheid…’) until 
1994 when South Africa was re-admitted as a member State of the ILO. From the second of these 
reports, a chapter was regularly devoted to summarising relevant events with the UN relating to 
apartheid, which will not be noted here unless they refer to some matter particularly associated with the 
ILO or its mandate, or to those of its social partner constituents. The texts of the principal Declarations 
are to be found in Appendix I.  
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decisions by the Governing Body Committee on Freedom of Association concerning 
South Africa, which referred not only to aspects of racial discrimination regarding 
trade unions but also to the vulnerability and persecution of trade union members and 
officials in terms of the provisions of three laws (the Suppression of Communism, 
General Laws Amendment and the Sabotage Acts) which resulting in death sentences 
for three such worker representatives under the last of these. In its final chapter, the 
report concluded, “self-interest no less than humanity [demands?] that change be 
made, for there can be no secure and lasting prosperity on a basis of injustice.”  
 
1967 (3rd Report): This concentrates in far greater detail on ‘Separate Development 
and Manpower Problems of South Africa’ in its first chapter, dealing not only with 
the underdevelopment and exploitation of the Bantustans but also continuing 
discrimination and inequalities in the ‘white areas’ and the attempted manipulation of 
labour in the ‘Border Industries’ adjacent to the Banstustans. In its chapter on the UN, 
considerable attention is paid to the decision of the International Court of Justice in 
1966 relating to South West Africa26 (which rejected the contentions of the applicant 
States) and the subsequent decision of the General Assembly to terminate South 
Africa’s mandate to administer that territory as well as its creation of an ad hoc 
Committee for SWA.27 There is also some detail on a Seminar held in Brasilia on 
Apartheid, at which the ILO was represented and which made several 
recommendations concerning future ILO measures. It notes too that South Africa had 
ceased to be a Member of the ILO in 1966, which had made it impossible for freedom 
of association matters to be entertained by the ILO directly following a complaint by 
the World Federation of Trade Unions that had in consequence to be referred to the 
UN’s Economic and Social Council. A final chapter on ‘Opinion within South Africa’ 
ranges over criticism from that within the South African parliament to those of non-
governmental organisations such as the Institute of Race Relations and some trade 
union bodies28. It makes no mention of the activities among non-whites or (the banned 
and exiled) liberation movements. 
 
1968 (4th Report):  After acknowledging that there had not been any major 
developments in any of the fields previously dealt with, the first chapter on ‘current 
labour developments’ looks at some recent legislation on apprenticeship and training, 
before moving on to a rather more intense examination of ‘Trade Unions and the 
Colour Bar’ and the situation of Coloured and Asian groups in regard to labour 
matters, concluding with a critique of training facilities for all black groups and the 
implications for manpower. The chapter on the UN deals once again with the Brasilia 
seminar, notes the establishment of the Unit29 on apartheid within the secretariat; and 
follows in detail the subsequent history of the WFTU complaint on freedom of 
association as it moved from ECOSOC to the Commission on Human Rights and 
from there to an Ad Hoc Working Group of Experts which heard evidence and 
produced a report. The concluding chapter, on “Apartheid and Human Rights” 

                                                 
26 The Governing Body had rejected a proposal by the DG that he submit evidence to Court, but had 
instead permitted him to write suggesting the availability of the ILO’s expertise – an offer which was 
not taken up, the report records. 
27 Which later became the Council for Namibia and was to play a role within the ILO after Namibia 
was admitted as a member State in 1978. 
28 Including the (barely) non-racial TUCSA and the segregationist all-white SA Confederation of 
Labour, as well references to the report of a visit by a delegation from the UK’s TUC. 
29 Later, the Centre on, and still later, the Centre against, apartheid 
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emphasises the universality of the principles involved while stating “there can be no 
shutting off within national boundaries of the tensions and bitterness resulting from 
the denial of human rights to South Africa’s non-white population.” 
 
1969 (5th Report): This contains an appendix with data in the form of statistical 
tables on the labour situation in South Africa, while dealing in its first chapter with 
administrative regulations concerning African labour in urban areas  (the Bantu 
Labour Regulations of 1968). The UN chapter records, inter alia, the enhanced 
functions of the Council for Namibia and looks at some of the detailed matters 
contained in the report of the Special Committee on Apartheid to the General Assembly 
as well as the UN’s activities in the field of human rights. Once again, some space is given 
over to a recounting of matters arising from the WFTU complaint on freedom of association 
at the sessions of the ad hoc Working Group of Experts. 
 
1970 (6th Report): While placing the consideration of apartheid within the context of 
civil rights, the report concentrates on the wide-ranging effects of the Bantu Laws 
Amendment Act on a large variety of matters affecting Africans and the effective 
exclusion from trade union rights of African workers in South Africa – drawing 
attention in the process to a decision of TUCSA which reduced its affiliates to those 
unions having white, coloured or Asian members (and dissenting views on that 
subject within the SA trade union movement). It also provides some detail on African 
trade union activity, including that concerning two strikes, while point to the 
inadequacies of other alternatives such as works committees and indirect 
representation of Africans. Information is also reported concerning continued 
discrimination in matters of recruitment, wages and conditions of work in various 
sectors of industry and the professions (including the medical profession). The 
considerable expansion of UN activity at the level of the multiplying decisions of the 
General Assembly and of coordinated practical activity with the UN system was the 
subject of a rather more extensive treatment in the chapter of the report on that 
subject, with an apparently greater degree of commitment, at the level of the 
Governing Body and the secretariat to participation in a wider number of these in 
relation to Namibia and South Africa. 
 
1971 (7th Report): The first chapter of the report once again concentrated on 
manpower problems, spelling out the effects of the Bantu Laws Amendment Bill and 
further measures concerning the Bantustans before looking closely at job reservation 
and the manpower situation and its implications for blacks in both urban and rural 
areas. The chapter on the UN brought the activities within that system up to date. It 
was followed by one on “The Role of Workers and Employers in Action against 
‘Apartheid’ ”, recognising the distinctive role that might be played by the ILO in this 
regard, and referring in particular to decisions taken by the three major international 
trade union organisations as well as by the UK’s TUC30 and the decisions of a number 
of individual corporations in the UK and the USA in relation to their interests in 
South Africa.   
 

                                                 
30 And still citing with apparent approval critical remarks of the TUCSA General Secretary, Arthur 
Grobbelaar about developments in South Africa though expressing the view that “ [I]t was highly 
unfortunate that the cautious policy of organising African trade unions that TUCSA attempted to 
pursue from 1962 was abandoned under government pressure in 1967.” 
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1972 (8th Report) continued in much the same vein on the same subjects, noting the 
reinforcement of the apartheid system through legislation such as the Bantu Affairs 
Administration Act and developing at greater length its analysis and critique of the 
job reservation machinery and practice, in addition to describing in further detail the 
discriminatory nature of the wage situation, sector by sector. A section on the trade 
union situation noted some movement in the direction of activity by a small number 
of de facto African trade unions while reporting that there had been no major 
developments in the previous year, once again citing the TUCSA General Secretary, 
this time for calling on both American and South African companies to help establish 
African trade unions and open negotiations with them. In the part of the report 
concerning activities within the UN system, much was made of the ILO Conference’s 
resolution in 1971 on apartheid, taken in the context of the UN’s International Year 
For Action to Combat Racism and Racial Discrimination, and on the proposal 
emanating from the Special Committee on Apartheid to convene an International 
Trade Union Conference with the support of the ICFTU, the WCL and the WFTU as 
well as the OAU. It also took note of an important ruling by the International Court of 
Justice31 by a 13-2 vote, “that, the continued presence of South Africa in Namibia 
being illegal, South Africa is under an obligation to withdraw its administration from 
Namibia immediately and thus put an end to its occupation; and, by 11-4, that States 
Members of the UN are under an obligation to recognise the illegality of SA’s 
presence in Namibia and the invalidity of its acts on behalf of or concerning Namibia, 
and to refrain from any acts and in particular any dealings with the Government of SA 
implying recognition of the legality of, or lending support or assistance to, such 
presence and administration…”. The DG’s report also noted the strike which had 
taken place from 13 December 1971 by Namibian workers against the contract labour 
system and their conditions of employment.  
 
1973 (9th Report): Noting that this was the 25th anniversary of the adoption of the 
UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights, each of the main chapters in the report 
breaks new ground in the way they treat, in much greater depth than previously, the 
subjects of trade union rights in SA and Labour developments in Namibia. “The point 
of departure”, it says of the first, “is the fact that under South African law, the African 
workers, who constitute the great majority of the labour force, are excluded from 
participation in the industrial relations system.” The first chapter then proceeds with 
analysis and description under headings labelled: The Legal Framework; Membership 
and composition of legal trade unions; African trade unions; Works Committees; 
Government and trade union attitudes to the organisation of African Workers; and 
goes on to deal with recent labour unrest in South Africa. After referring to an appeal 
made in a memorandum to the 1972 International Labour Conference by the South 
African Congress of Trade Unions, SACTU32, to this effect, the report states that the 
appeal “underlines the urgent necessity of giving African workers the right to form 
and join trade unions of their own choosing, recognised by law, and to participate on 
an equal footing with other workers in the collective bargaining system.” The second 
chapter examines the situation in Namibia in much greater detail than previously, in 
the context of the extension of South African precepts and practices there and against 
the background of the general strike in November 1971 by the Ovambo labour force. 
A concluding chapter on freedom of association and its interdependence with civil 
                                                 
31 Made in response to a request by the Security Council for an Advisory Opinion, and after 
considering preliminary objections and applications from the South African Government. 
32 A non-racial federation of unions in exile, affiliated with the African National Congress. 
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liberties contains a brief but pointed summary of South African infringements of both, 
in particular through the Suppression of Communism Act. 
 

1974 (10th) Report: This, the longest report to date (more than 74 pages in all), has 
important chapters on Labour Relations, Wages and Foreign Investment, treating in 
turn not only Developments in the Field of Labour Relations and in particular the Bantu 
Labour Relations Amendment Act, 1973 but also Trade union developments, matters 
relating to wages and, for the first time in any depth, the question of Foreign 
Investment and Employment Practices in South Africa. A second chapter on “the two 
faces of labour migration” deal respectively with the situation of white and foreign 
African migrants. The chapter which follows, on International action against apartheid, 
contains a description of the 1973 international trade union conference on action 
against apartheid and also deals with UN developments on racism and racial 
discrimination as well as on Namibia.  Appendices contain the resolution adopted by 
the trade union conference together with an earlier declaration by the executive 
committee of the International Organisation of Employers and that of the ILO’s 
African Regional Conference concerning Namibia.   

 

1975 (11th Report): In its treatment of recent developments in the application of 
apartheid, the first chapter examines new legislation affecting civil liberties against the 
background of those previously enacted and in force, but also deals with the repeal of 
the Masters and Servants Acts before going on to questions relating to job reservation 
and manpower shortages and labour problems in the mining industry. As regards the 
labour relations field, it looks at the trade union situation and strikes by African mine 
workers. A second chapter is devoted to the situation of African women under 
apartheid (in rural as well as urban areas), pointing to the employment inequalities and 
discriminatory aspects of social security benefits. The chapter on international 
developments refers to the proposals for the expulsion of South Africa from the UN, 
while also dealing with the work of the Special Committee Against Apartheid and the 
ad hoc working group of experts, and also various activities and decisions in the ILO 
and the UN relating to Namibia. 

1976 (12th Report): The first chapter brings matters up to date as regards the 
application of the Pass Laws and the migrant labour system before going into 
developments in the labour relations field that include questions concerning trade 
union and collective bargaining rights and the ‘committee system’. It also has sections 
(including a list) on Black African trade unions and on strikes, work stoppages and 
labour unrest. In relation to restrictions on African advancement in employment and 
training, attention is once again given to job reservation and the inadequacies and 
deficiencies of inferior, segregated training. Some attention is given in the chapter on 
international action on apartheid to reports and decisions of the UN Council for 
Namibia, including that concerning the economy, employment, wages and labour 
conditions, as well as aspects of the infringements on freedom of association. 

 

1977 (13th Report): The first chapter opens with a section on the labour unrest that 
followed the events at Soweto in the previous year and its aftermath, going on to 
elaborate on developments concerning labour relations and trade unions, including 
strikes and disputes. It proceeds with further information on restrictions on 
employment and training, job reservation, unemployment and wages, and adds for the 



59 
 

first time material concerning housing. A second chapter goes into considerable detail 
on the policies applied to the Bantustans (“homelands”), dealing inter alia with basic 
background facts concerning the administrative and political structures created by the 
SA government, the “citizenship” of the inhabitants, powers reserved to the South 
African authorities and the particular case of the Transkei.  Other subjects treated 
include the economies of the homelands and government expenditure on them, as well 
as the (paucity of) employment opportunities and the effects on restrictive access to 
particular employment occasioned by the discriminatory and inadequate educational 
system as well as the job reservation provisions and aspects of compulsion in labour 
matters. Attention is also paid to matters affecting freedom of association and the right 
to organise, and a final section deals with wages and conditions of work. In the section 
on international action against apartheid, special mention is made of the adoption by 
the UN of the International Convention on the Suppression and Punishment of the 
Crime of Apartheid, and on General Assembly resolutions concerning the enhanced 
role to be played by the UN Council for Namibia in relation to representation of 
Namibia, including that within the UN system itself. The final chapter, on the need for 
increased practical action against apartheid, also draws attention to the decision to hold 
the 2nd International Trade Union Conference on Action during the course of the 1977 
session of the International Labour Conference. 

 

1978 (14th Report): This report was banned  (declared an “undesirable publication”) 
in terms of South African legislation, as was the debate concerning it in the ILO 
Conference of that year.   Its concluding chapter had made reference to the 
fundamental basis of the ILO’s opposition to apartheid. Acknowledging in its 
concluding chapter that there had been changes in legislation and in other measures 
concerning labour in South Africa, but, at the same time, it was stated that few if any 
of these had done anything but strengthen apartheid and the rigour with which it had 
been applied, in disregard of essential human rights and the fundamental principles of 
international labour standards. While the concluding chapter clearly envisaged an 
extended period of discussion of reports and activities concerning apartheid in the 
future, the first chapter paid attention, in relation to the subject of access to 
employment and training, to the system of “Bantu education” – the racism which it 
embodied, the unrest which its application had provoked (including the shooting those 
engaged in resistance to it at Soweto in 1976), and the inequality of opportunity which 
it was perpetuating. 

1979 (15th Report): The most noteworthy portion of this report is the recounting in the 
second chapter of two significant developments which had followed the considerable 
attention paid during the International Labour Conference in the preceding year to the 
question of apartheid and its ramifications. The first such development related to the 
activities of the ILO in the field of technical cooperation programmes for national 
liberation movements from Namibia, South Africa and Zimbabwe, as authorised by the 
Governing Body and financed in part from the ILO’s regular budget on technical 
cooperation and in part from extra-budgetary funds (including, in the case of those 
falling within the UN’s Nationhood Programme for Namibia, from UNDP).33 The 
second major development was the inclusion of detailed information on the activities 
of governments, and of employers’ and workers’ organisations on apartheid, thus 

                                                 
33 For further information on this and subsequent developments within this programme, see Appendix 
3. 
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initiating an aspect of reporting which was to be further formalised when the 
Declaration on Apartheid was updated some two years later, and which was to 
continue as a feature of future reports in all but the last two reports.  

1980 (16th Report): This report contains a considerable amount of detail on, and 
analysis of the two major reports commissioned by the SA government on questions 
relating to labour and proposals for changes in the labour relations system. These, 
respectively known as the Wiehahn34 and Riekert Reports, were referred to in the two 
previous reports of the Director-General but are here examined together with the 
government policy documents (white papers) concerning them and the legislation 
enacted in consequence, principally the Industrial Conciliation Amendment Act, as 
well as the reactions to them within South Africa.  A second chapter deals again with 
African women and apartheid in labour matters (under similar rubrics to those 
mentioned earlier) and, in addition, the question of access to skills. 

1981 (17th Report):  The report opens with a continuation of the examination of 
further aspects of additional elements of the Wiehahn and Riekert reports, including 
proposed legislation designed to implement them; it proceeds to review developments 
in the field of labour relations concerning industrial disputes and strikes, the use of 
penal sanctions and police in labour disputes, the introduction of voluntary codes of 
conduct by foreign and local enterprises and further information regarding trade 
unions. Other matters considered include job reservation, migration, training and 
unemployment within the framework of matters relating to admission to employment 
and access to training; and also the whole question of apartheid, influx control as they 
affect labour, with the addition of some material relating to the effects of the Group 
Areas. A second chapter is consecrated to the question of the updating of the ILO 
Declaration on apartheid, providing detail on proposals submitted to the Governing 
Body and discussion in its Committee on Discrimination, followed by a review of the 
1964 Programme of Action and a summary of previous reports relating to it. The 
chapter on International action against apartheid reports on measures taken not only by 
the ILO but also by each category of its constituents before turning to that undertaken 
within the framework of the UN system.   
 
1982 (18th Report): The first chapter followed the pattern of the previous report and 
completed the examination and analysis of the material contained in the remaining two 
(the 5th and 6th) parts of the Wiehan and Rickert Reports, together with the legislation 
based thereon that had been enacted in 1981. In addition to dealing with developments 
in the fields of labour relations, admission to employment and access to training, as 
well as concerning apartheid, influx control and labour matters under headings similar 
to those considered in 1981, additional attention was paid to questions relating to 
occupational safety and health, employers, workplace facilities, white migration, 
education and “homeland policy”. The chapter concluded with a series of observations 
on the changes in the Labour Relations legislation. In the chapter on international 
action against apartheid, considerable attention was given to the manner of 
implementing the new provisions concerning ILO action which had arisen as a result 
of the updating of the Declaration, and in particular to the discussions on, and 
decisions taken at the two sitting of the Governing Body concerning the provision of 
technical assistance to National Liberation Movements and trade unions from the 
ILO’s regular budget and from extra-budgetary sources; and as authorising the 
Director-General to seek information on action against apartheid from member 
                                                 
34 The full titles of the Commissions were: The Commission of Inquiry into Labour Legislation and The 
Commission of Inquiry into Legislation Affecting the Utilisation of Manpower (excluding the 
legislation administered by the Departments of Labour and Mines). 
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governments, employers’ and workers’ organisations for inclusion in future reports 
submitted to the Conference for consideration by the newly-established Committee on 
Apartheid of the Conference35 and the Governing Body’s Committee on 
Discrimination. Information on activity within the UN system was also supplemented 
by that undertaken by other regional intergovernmental bodies such as the 
Organisation of African Unity. 
 

1983 (19th Report): Following the pattern now established by the generally more 
rigorous approach to action against apartheid through the updated Declaration, the 
report was introduced by some observations which indicate the emphasis that was to 
follow in its first half as it examined developments in the field of labour relations. 
These were to the effect that 

���no further progress towards the implementation of the 1964 Programme has occurred. Rather, there has 
been a change of style and emphasis in the manner in which the Government of South Africa approaches 
labour matters within the policy of apartheid. Whilst Blacks have been permitted to join registered trade 
unions, severe constraints have been placed on the manner in which those trade unions may operate. Faced 
with the rapid growth of the new Black unions, with their inherent potential for change, freedom of association 
is now infringed less by racially- based policies and labour legislation and more by the use of security 
legislation and police powers. As a consequence, many trade unionists have been arrested and some 
detained in solitary confinement under security laws, leading to the death of one and the banning, and 
even deportation of others. In addition police have been widely used in industrial disputes and strikes. 

In spite of claims to greater Black utilisation and labour mobility, access to education, training and 
employment for Blacks is being restricted by new and tighter influx control regulations and by the increased 
difficulty in obtaining residential rights in urban areas where most jobs exist. Nine million people have 
already lost South African citizenship as a result of "homeland independence", which is now being speeded 
up. Economic conditions in the "homelands" are deteriorating as their populations grow and Black 
unemployment generally is in the region of 20 to 25 per cent. At the present rate of increase in Black wages 
and with the continuing limitations on Black advancement to higher paid jobs, it will take 100 years to close 
the Black/White wage gap. In spite of South Africa's claim that Black job advancement is being greatly 
improved, the Government has conducted widespread overseas recruitment of White skilled labour instead of 
providing crash training for Blacks to meet manpower shortages. Another estimate has concluded that it will 
take 96 years to reach 50 per cent non-White occupancy of "traditional White jobs". 

The claims by the Government of South Africa to have removed racially- based and institutionalised 
impediments to Black progress in the labour field generally are therefore seriously open to question. 
Rather, the measures they employ suggest an official policy which on the one hand aims to present a picture 
of change and a positive attitude, whilst on the other intensifying the worst features of apartheid policy in 
the labour field. 

   It is within this framework that recent developments in labour and social matters 
were reported, dealing in turn with trade unions (including the newly formed 
Federation of South African Trade Unions, FOSATU36), industrial disputes and 
strikes, the use of penal sanctions and police in labour disputes and with other aspects 
of the matter including freedom of association and industrial councils. Other topics 
treated under this heading included employers and codes of conduct. The subject 
matter dealt with under admission to employment and access to training related to 
white migration, education, employment in agriculture and domestic service, 
unemployment; while that considering the topic of apartheid, influx control and labour 
matters included an item on the effects of loss of South African citizenship by 
inhabitants of the “homelands” along with consideration of other matters relating to the 
homelands and to group areas. There were also sections dealing with the situation of 
black women under apartheid and with Labour and social matters in Namibia. There 
was now (and from now on) a separate chapter on action by governments, and by 

                                                 
35 Later, in 1988, renamed the Committee on Action Against Apartheid. 
36 Soon to emerge as the Congress of SA Trade Unions (COSATU), reflecting an inclination towards 
association with the still banned and exiled African National Congress. Another body of black unions, 
the National Council of Trade Unions (NACTU) without such association was also to emerge.  
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employers’ and workers’ organisations (together with an extract from the Governing 
Body Committee on Discrimination’s consideration of these) and another on 
International Action Against Apartheid which dealt not only with the UN but also with 
other intergovernmental organisations within the UN system, and others such as the 
OAU and the European Parliament. Together the last two chapters took up more than 
three-quarters of the report (87 of its 136 pages).   

 
1984 (20th Report): If the pattern established by the previous two reports was 
followed in this and succeeding ones for several years, the context of increasing 
turbulence in South Africa and various attempts within the country to vary the manner 
in which apartheid was practised reinforced the action against that system with which 
the report was concerned. The new constitution introduced in 1983 made little 
difference to the need for this, as the following comments in the report’s introduction 
make clear:  

 
The modifications introduced by the new Constitution concern Coloureds and Asians; they enfranchise 

these groups in a tri-parliamentary system in which they will occupy a permanent minority position�and 
which ensures a dominant role for the White population. The Constitution excludes the Blacks who are 
regarded as holding political rights in the homelands. The effects of this development are twofold: first, 
to accommodate Coloureds and Asians in the envisaged political/economic order of a "constellation 
of States" or "confederation" and, secondly, to provide a justification for including the two groups in the 
military conscription process, thus reducing the pressures on Whites who were having to serve for longer 
periods. 

But these developments have not changed the apartheid system, with its widespread effects on the 
labour and social fields; they merely occur within it. Blacks will continue to be excluded from the 
decision-making process at government level, to be allocated to homelands with loss of South African 
citizenship, to be subject to inadequate education and to influx controls which have serious repercussions 
on the labour market and to de facto control of entry into skilled trades. Their trade unions continue to be the 
victims of harassment. Coloureds and Asians, in spite of their inclusion in the political process, remain subject 
to separation under the Group Areas Act and other legislation, to separate and inferior education and social 
welfare systems, to restriction of work mobility and to an inferior social status which retards 
advancement and career prospects. 

Apartheid therefore continues, with change providing the major benefits to the White population. For the 
Black population, the policy of division and exclusion is now being intensified by the separation of a 
relatively privileged Black group in the townships of White urban areas from those in the homelands who 
themselves are increasingly subdivided by "independence".�   

 Once again, a large proportion of the report itself is taken up with a recounting 
of the information received from governments, and from workers’ and employers’ 
organisations regarding their attitudes to and activities against apartheid, together with 
a report on the consideration of these by the ILO Governing Body’s Committee on 
Discrimination; in similar vein, the emphasis within the chapter on international action 
against apartheid contains a great deal more on the efforts of the ILO itself in addition 
to considerable detail on the specialised agencies of the UN system and the various 
organs of the UN.  On developments within South Africa, there is much specific 
information on the growth, structures and activities of trade unions, on the increasing 
extent of industrial unrest and on repressive measures against trade unions and trade 
unionists. New topics covered (over and above developments within the framework of 
those already mentioned in the previous reports) are prison labour and the effects of 
relocation to and from the (Bantustan) ‘homelands’. 

 

1985 (21st Report):  As the report points out, developments in matters affecting labour 
were overshadowed by increasing internal and well as external resistance to the 
policies of the government which in turn resorted more and more oppression, including 
the use of the armed forces. It adds that political equality (more properly, its absence) 
was not the only source of disquiet and resistance within the country. A serious 
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economic recession had greatly aggravated the poverty of those in urban areas as well 
as in the homelands, feeding the deep and generalised resentment against those in 
authority. The first chapter of the report provides information on the deterioration that 
occurred as a result for black South Africans, their trade unions and strikes and 
industrial unrest that was met with mounting force, involving police intervention. The 
chapter – which occupies more than half of the longest of all the DG’s reports, some 
230 pages - on action taken by governments, and by employers’ and workers’ 
organisations in relation to the ILO Declaration (which had once more been updated, 
with an emphasis on the need for international sanctions, that resulted for the most part 
from an International Trade Union Conference on that subject that had been held the 
previous year during the course of the International Labour Conference) took up more 
than half of the report, a new feature being the analysis in one section of the specific 
kinds of  activities undertaken by the organisations. Within the chapter on International 
action, a detailed description is given of the efforts undertaken within the ILO 
concerning relations with banks entertaining relations with South Africa, among a 
greatly expanded number of other activities, in particular those in favour of national 
liberation movements.   

 

1986 (22nd Report): The background to the events and action that are reported were 
summed up in the opening paragraphs of the first chapter: 

 “The unrest which had become endemic in 1984 spilled over into 1985, intensified and spread 
widely throughout South Africa. Black articulation of demand for fundamental change became more 
overt, explicit and unified, clearly illustrating the polarisation between those demands and the 
inflexibility of the regime and emphasising that prevailing conditions could no longer be accepted. This 
Black confidence was clearly demonstrated by the new trade union federation, the Congress of South 
African Trade Unions, when it set out its aims and objectives at its founding conference. The 
resentment and frustration of people subjected to the gross indignities of discrimination and 
segregation, yet deprived of the political channels through which to express their grievances, were 
revealed to the outside world, as was the political bankruptcy and financial vulnerability of the 
Government. 

 “Yet this year of violent opposition to the authorities, who responded by imposing a state of 
emergency on much of the country and by the internal use of troops on a large scale, followed a period 
starting in the late 1970s which the Government had proclaimed to be one of evolution and change, 
through reforms in Black education and in labour and social matters stemming from the Wiehahn and 
Riekert Commissions, and in local and constitutional affairs.” 

 

In an apparently new aspect of the efforts at recording information on action on 
apartheid (in addition to that taken within the UN and organisations within the UN 
system) for inclusion in the third chapter of the report, information was sought from a 
far wider variety of international intergovernmental and nongovernmental 
organisations as well as campaigning anti-apartheid national NGOs from a number of 
countries. These included the OAU, the League of Arab States, the International 
Defence and Aid Fund, the ANC, and several from the UK, the Netherlands and the 
USA.  

 

1987 (23rd Report): In the third chapter of his report, considerable attention is paid to 
the enhanced activities of the ILO itself as well as the other international 
organisations, especially in the light of the conclusions of the Committee on Action 
Against Apartheid of the International Labour Conference in June 1986 and the 
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detailed measures that had also been specified regarding sanctions to be undertaken 
by governments, urged to such action by the other members of the tripartite 
constituency who were in turn to take steps regarding the severance of investment and 
other ties with South Africa (in the case of employers) or appropriate boycott and 
strike action (workers’ organisations). Other chapters in the report refer to the 
developments under apartheid, stressing once again the deteriorating situation as a 
further state of emergency was (re-) imposed and attempts were reinforced to meet 
increasing resistance; and contained reports and analysis of the reports on action in 
terms of the updated Declaration taken by governments, and by employers’ and 
workers’ organisations. 

1989 (25th Report): The special report, unlike recent previous ones, included a 
separate section in its first chapter on Namibia dealing with recent developments in 
social and labour matters as well as the movement towards that country’s 
independence, while continuing to follow the general pattern already established as 
developments in the field of labour relations; admission to employment and access to 
training; and apartheid, influx control and squatters. The second and third chapters 
related to the reports on action by ILO constituents concerning action against 
apartheid and action by international intergovernmental organisations, the former also 
inter alia reporting in some detail (as had earlier recent reports) on the increased level 
of technical co-operation activity in favour of liberation movements and free trade 
union movements in accordance with the provisions of the updated Declaration (the 
last of which had occurred in 1988), as well as decisions of the African Regional 
Conference of the ILO.  
 

1990 (26th Report): The significant distinguishing element in the activities of the ILO 
as reported in the third chapter of the report concerned the creation by the Governing 
Body in 1989 of an independent group of experts with responsibility for examining 
and setting in motion, worldwide sanctions and other action against apartheid in South 
Africa and Namibia, and its activities in order to give effect to the conclusions of the 
Committee on Action Against Apartheid at the 1988 session of the International 
Labour Conference. Among responsibilities specified for the group in relation to 
sanctions (to be accomplished in close co-operation with the UN and other 
organisation gathering information on such questions) had been the undertaking of 
studies concerning the feasibility of sanctions in particular sectors; and reporting three 
times a year on the information assembled on other matters within its mandate. At its 
first meeting, in October 1989, the group of experts had (after establishing its working 
procedures) decided to give priority to sanctions in three areas: an embargo on the 
importation of coal from South Africa; effective financial sanctions; and the 
interruption of airline links with South Africa. Mention was also made in this chapter 
of the report of the proposals formulated by the ILO with a view to assisting in the 
reconstruction of Namibia after it accession to independence – resulting in 
recommendations from a team of officials concerning measures in such fields of ILO 
competence as: employment promotion, training, training of employers’ 
organisations, workers’ education; assistance to vulnerable groups such as women and 
youth.  

1991 (27th Report): This report marked the beginning of change in South Africa. The 
report indicated in the opening paragraphs of its first chapter that the International 
Labour Conference had already been alerted in the previous year to “measures taken 
to bring about change and of the greater opportunities open up for those dedicated to 
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putting an end to apartheid.” This was of course a reference to the developments 
leading to the lifting of the ban on the liberation movements, highlighted by the 
address given to a special sitting of the Conference by Mr. Nelson Mandela. The 
report continued: 
 “In many respects, the year under review was a watershed as regards apartheid. The South 
African Government rescinded a considerable number of measures considered to be fundamental to the 
framework of that system; and there has also been the promise to introduce further measures during the 
course of this year. Several important steps have been taken towards meeting specifications laid down 
by the United Nations General Assembly for a reconsideration of the ways in which the regime is to be 
regarded. All of this serves to confirm what was indicated in last year’s Special Report: that the extent 
to which apartheid is or can be applied is clearly diminishing. 

 “Apartheid has not, however, been abolished. Many of its features remain and much has still 
to be done to face up to – let alone overcome – its effects.  In the first place, even if apartheid is seen as 
a system of statutory racial segregation, it still exists in the form of a Constitution which denies 
elementary human rights to an overwhelming majority of the population; and the country remains 
divided into ethnic units in a way which reduces the opportunity of this majority to enjoy the benefits 
of economic and social development. But apartheid has involved more than that, for the second 
characteristic of the system has been a carefully crafted apparatus of repressive measures used to 
reinforce its existence. And, third, over the years, the application of the combination of racial and 
repressive measures has added immeasurably to the impoverishment of the inhabitants of the country. 
These three aspects of apartheid affect labour in one way or another and are therefore matters of 
continuing concern to the ILO…. 

 “The degree to which the ILO can play a part in relation to apartheid as its exists today will 
depend not only on the roles of the others that are concerned with the process of its eradication – 
whether at a global level, regionally or still nearer to the point of its application; the Organisation as a 
whole must find a way of responding positively to the calls made upon it, in its special areas of 
competence, by those who are in most need of its help in their engagement to end apartheid and build a 
just and equitable social order to replace it.” 

It then referred to the consent by the South African Government to consideration by 
the ILO’s Fact Finding and Conciliation Commission on Freedom of Association to a 
complaint by COSATU concerning trade union rights, which had been remitted to the 
ILO by the Economic and Social Council of the UN. A further indication of a possible 
change of direction on the part of the ILO was contained in the following remarks 
(which preceded the remainder of the survey and other information contained in the 
report): 

“For some time now, the ILO has been involved in working with those seeking to remove the 
reprehensible legacy of apartheid and in preparing for a post-apartheid South Africa, through the 
provision of technical co-operation in areas within the technical competence of the Office. Hitherto, 
this has been concentrated on those who have of necessity operated entirely from bases outside South 
Africa. But one consequence of the lifting in 1990 of restrictions on organisations (including trade 
unions and national liberation movements) has been a shift in the locus of activity; consequently, there 
has been an increasing number of requests for the provision of assistance inside the country. Such 
assistance has indeed been provided wherever possible, but in ways which have not so far entailed the 
presence of ILO officials in South Africa. It is the view of the Director-General that no alteration in 
ILO policy can be expected in this regard until such time as the matter has been considered at the 
Conference in the light of changes taking place in South Africa. It is [his] hope that, as a result, 
clear guidance will be given as to the suitability of responding positively to such requests.”37 

 
1992 (28th Report):  The 1991 session of the International Labour Conference had 
decided that all references to Namibia were, as a result of its independence earlier in 
that year, to be deleted from the ILO Declaration and Programme of Action on 

                                                 
37 Emphasis added. 
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Apartheid. But as this report also indicates, the Conference Committee on Action 
Against Apartheid’s principal recommendation to that session of the Conference 
concerned  

“the need to sustain efforts to implement the recommendations contained in the updated Declaration of 
June 1988 and the programme of action appended to it since the changes taking place in South Africa, 
although welcome, had not affected most of the fundamental bases of pressure. The Conference called, 
inter alia, for pressure to be placed on the Government of South Africa for the release of all political 
prisoners and the unconditional return of exiles, and for the creation of an appropriate climate for 
negotiations.” 

Consequently, many of the activities of the ILO continued along similar lines to those 
that had been undertaken hitherto, the report noting among other things the tentative 
agreement by employers’ and workers’ organisation to further reform in industrial 
relations through additional amendments to the Labour Relations Act though neither 
COSATU nor NACTU were content to participate in institutions created under the 
new system such as the National Manpower Commission. The independent Group of 
Experts on Sanctions had, the special report noted, held its 7th meeting during the 
course of the year, approving reports on the coal embargo and the effects of sanctions 
on employment. 

1993 (29th Report): By the time that this report was presented to the Conference, the 
events which it recorded had been augmented (at least so far as the industrial relations 
system as a whole, and trade union rights in particular were concerned) by the Report 
of the Fact-Finding and Conciliation Commission on Freedom of Association 
Concerning South Africa which had been presented to the Governing Body at the 
session immediately preceding the International Labour Conference in May of that 
year38.  The report did, however, note the significance of the major discussions that 
had also commenced within South Africa concerning the process of establishing the 
transition towards the framing of a new Constitution involving majority rule, with the 
ANC scheduled to participate with members of the previous regime in transitional 
arrangements for the government of the country. Other parts of the Report (on the 
economy, sanctions and other similar measures that had previously been 
recommended) were also still recorded. 

1994 (30th Report): This, the final report in the series, provided an overview of some 
of the principal events of the past, seen in the light of ILO activity, bringing these up 
to date where relevant. But its main thrust was the recording of the move from the 
maintaining of the cautious approach to an agreement on the future Constitution to 
one in which the Governing Body was able to appoint three high level missions  
(headed in turn by a Deputy- and then by an Assistant-Director General) to formulate 
plans for assistance with the first free elections (held in April 1994) on the basis of 
universal adult suffrage and to plan, in consultation with all relevant parties the 
assistance to be provided to the (ANC majority) Government which would be elected 
as a result. 

                                                 
38 In duplicated form. It was later published separately by the ILO under the title “Prelude to Change”. 
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POSTSCRIPT 

The Report was, of course, unable to record the decisions of the ILO Conference 
that year to rescind the Declaration and Programme of Action on Apartheid, 
disband the Committee on Action Against Apartheid – and to (re-) admit a 
(majority-ruled) South Africa as a member State of the ILO. 
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List of Some Individual Apartheid-related Technical Co-operation  
ILO Projects  
 
Notes:  

1. This information is derived from a Report to the Committee on Discrimination of the Governing Body by a Tripartite 
Evaluation Commission in November 1986. (GB.234/CD/2/2). 

2. It is provided by way of illustration and does not cover the later period (1987-1993). Nor does it cover assistance 
provided in relation to Southern Rhodesia prior to the independence of Zimbabwe 

3. The total value of funds provided in relation to these projects was +-$21,086,000 (see table at p.13 of the report).  
4. No information is here given as to the source of funding (as between the Regular ILO Budget and extra-budgetary 

donors). That is to be found in the Report itself. 
5. It concerns only major projects, and does not include all fellowships to individuals nominated by the National 

Liberation Movements, or projects involving (a) Interns and/or Associate Experts placed at ILO field offices for the 
purposes of liaison with National Liberation Movements, and (b) expenditure from the regular budget on consultation 
with nominees of the NLMs or of representatives of the independent Black SA trade unions and their federations. 

 

The List. 
Project No.      Title 

1 Training of Junior Level Labour Administrators 
2 Workers’ Education assistance to Independent Black Trade Union Organisations & 

Organisations of Black Workers in SA & the National Union of Namibian Workers 
3 Workers’ Education Assistance to Migrant Workers in Southern Africa  
4 Practical Training and Experience in Employment and Development Training with the 

Southern African Team for Employment Promotion (SATEP) in Lusaka, Zambia 
5 SATEP Activities in relation to Migrant Workers and Reducing Economic Dependence on 

South Africa in the context of SADCC and SALC 
6 Training Workshops on Rural Development: Options for Namibia 
7 Assistance to Establish the ANC Vocational Training Centre at Dakawa, Tanzania 
8 Small Enterprise Development for Refugees in Lesotho 
9 Training and upgrading of ANC Clerical and Secretarial Staff 
10 Office Management Training for the ANC 
11 Pilot Vocational Training for the National Liberation Movements of Southern Africa (ANC & 

PAC) 
12 Vocational Training Centre for Namibia 
13 Training and Rehabilitation of Staff for Disabled Victims of the Liberation War, Refugees and 

Migrant Workers 
14 Vocational Rehabilitation of Disabled the Liberation War in Namibia 
15 Assistance to Migrant Workers in Southern Africa 
16 Office Management Course for Namibians 
17 Fellowship Programme in Social Security for ANC, PAC & SWAPO 
18 Fellowship Programme for NLMS, Black Workers and their independent Trade Iunions in 

Southern Africa and Namibia 
19 Seminar on Equality of Opportunity & Treatment for Southern African Liberation Movements 
20 Seminar on Discriminatory Labour Legislation and Practices in the field of Farm Labour                         

 

 


