Debate

Trapped in uncertainty: the existential
challenges of the trade union movement in
Zimbabwe after 2000

Samukele Hadebe

samukele @chi.org.za

Abstract

The Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) championed the democratisation
struggle in Zimbabwe after the Economic Structural Adjustment Programme that not
only saw deepening poverty by working people butincreased repression by the state.
Going beyond the ‘core responsibility’ of bargaining for better working conditions at
the workplace to broader issues of social justice, human rights and democracy by
ZCTU was neither new nor unique to Zimbabwe. In South Africa COSATU fought
against apartheid and in Zambia the Zambia Congress of Trade Unions ushered in a
multiparty dispensation respectively. However, the prolonged, if not aborted, transition
in Zimbabwe coupled with a ‘war of attrition’ by the ruling elite have seriously
weakened the labour movement into near oblivion. Massive unemployment and
worsening poverty depleted the ranks of organised labour. Ironically the ZCTU
backed opposition MDC party advocated for neoliberal economic policies and
supported targeted economic sanctions that proved detrimental to the working
classes’ interests. Since the ZCTU has been consigned to the fringes within the social
movement pushing for transformation, this contribution, therefore explores options
for trade union revitalization under conditions of an uncertain future in a fast-changing
environment of neo-liberal globalisation.

Introduction

It is without doubt that labour’s challenge to the post-independence
Zimbabwean state was unprecedented and had seismic effects on the
country’s political landscape. Having been politically embedded in the
ruling ZANU-PF party since inception in 1981, the umbrella labour
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federation, the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) sprung a
surprise divorce from the ruling party in the 1990s as it resisted the
Economic Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP) of 1991 and
subsequently championed the democratisation struggle in Zimbabwe. The
liberalisation regime of ESAP catalysed de-industrialisation and
consequently massive job losses that not only saw deepening poverty by
working people but also an increased authoritarianism and repression by
the Zimbabwean state. Understandably, the labour movement had to go
beyond its ‘core responsibility’ of bargaining for better working conditions
at the workplace to broader issues of social justice, human rights and
democracy.

Championing broader political and socio-economic justice issues was
neither new nor unique to ZCTU and Zimbabwe as similar broader political
roles had been played before, especially by the Congress of South African
Trade Unions (COSATU) in obliterating apartheid in South Africa and the
Zambia Congress of Trade Unions whose ushering in of a multiparty
dispensation had swept the founding president of Zambia, Kenneth Kaunda,
out of powerin 1991. However, unlike in both South Africa and Zambia the
transition in Zimbabwe have been prolonged and hence exposing some
structural limitations of the labour movement in its ability to sustain the
social justice struggle or let alone survive it. Perhaps this prolonged if not
aborted transition in Zimbabwe coupled with a ‘war of attrition’ by the
ruling elite have seriously weakened the labour movement by consigning
it to near oblivion and hence trapped in uncertainty and fighting for its very
existence. The ZCTU and its political creation, the Movement for
Democratic Change (MDC), became the prime targets of state backlash
and repression.

This debate piece therefore traces the transition of the labour movement
in post-independent Zimbabwe by focusing on both its role as representing
workers and its broader social justice mission in the face of a changing
political and economic environment under a neo-liberal agenda. It seeks
to account for the decline of the labour movement in Zimbabwe after its
sterling efforts but unsuccessful mobilisation for state power after 2000.
The article further explores possibilities of the resuscitation of the labour
movement to play an effective role in the social justice struggle inside
Zimbabwe.
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An overview of labour and state relations in Zimbabwe

That the prestige and influence, let alone the size of the membership of the
ZCTU have substantially declined is not in any doubt; however, writers
have attributed different causes. For example, Bhebe and Mahapa (2014)
perceive the formation of a rival labour centre, globalisation, factionalism
and the rise of the MDC as having caused ZCTU decline. According to
Yeros (2013) the decline was as a result of structural weaknesses within
the ZCTU, donor dependence and what he calls the ‘narrowing of the
democratization agenda’ to regime change. Notwithstanding these divergent
opinions on the probable causes of the decline of ZCTU, it could not be
disputed that a hostile and untenable political and economic environment
respectively suffocated the labour federation. Therefore, a contextual
analysis of the rise of the ZCTU is necessary to help account for its
decline and loss of influence as a driving force for social change.

Although labour had played a pivotal role in the anti-colonial nationalist
struggle in Zimbabwe, yet at the time of independence in 1980, the trade
unions were weak organisationally and divided. With independence coming
against the backdrop of a rural-based guerilla war with insignificant urban
worker mobilisation, the trade unions had no voice in the transition to
independence. The then new government of ZANU-PF lost no opportunity
in organising the workers into a single labour centre in 1981 heralding the
birth of the ZCTU in the very image of the ruling party. Not only were the
leaders of ZCTU ruling party officials but also its founding secretary
general Albert Mugabe happened to be a younger brother to Robert
Mugabe.

The government’s apparent support for labour was not based on simply
magnanimity on the part of the ruling political elite but on a calculated
process to control workers. This was confirmed in 1985 by the minister
of Labour, Manpower Planning and Social Welfare:

‘... ZANU-PF is ardently convinced that the workers should play a
leading role in the struggle for the establishment of a new socio-economic
order. The workers can, however, only play thatrole if they are properly
mobilized and organized and fully understand and thus champion the
Marxist-Leninistideology. Similarly, itis important that workers and their
organizations work under, and take direction from, a revolutionary party
—inourcase ZANU-PF’. (cited in Raftopoulos and Sachikonye 2001:xxvii)
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Indeed, the ruling party officials expertly deployed Marxist-Leninist
rhetoric to masquerade as leftist revolutionaries whose interests were the
same as those of the poor working people. These opportunistic tendencies
by the ruling nationalist elite were later deployed with devastating effects
to the country’s economy when ZANU-PF fought for its survival against
the labour backed MDC party. When properly put in context, it is clear that
ZANU-PF has had very little regard of the workers in particular and the
populace in general beyond serving its own interests. From its very first
economic policy, Growth with Equity, the government avoided ‘disrupting
the accumulation model of settler bourgeoisie’ (Raftopolous 2001:5),
which was a clear indication of its pro-capital bias notwithstanding socialist
rhetoric and grandstanding.

Just like ZANU-PF with inadequacies in internal democracy, the early
ZCTU leadership not only lacked resonance with workers but it had
shortcomings on accountability too. Ironically labour leaders were
comfortable in that subordinate role as noted in a statement in 1987 by
then ZCTU president Geoffrey Mutandare who said:

We feel that the ZCTU should be represented on the decision-making
bodies such as the House of Assembly, the senate and the ZANU-PF
central committee. (Sunday Mail, October 25, 1987)

From the above statement one may also draw the conclusion that the
labour leadership was thinking in ‘a one-party-state’ framework which was
then being popularised by ZANU-PF. How could the labour federation be
represented in the central committee of one party in a multiparty
environment? This is understandable from the context that there was
barely a distinction between the party and the state and consequently very
limited chances of changing government.

Also less talked about but quite significant is that the ruling party
bequeathed to the labour movement the seeds of ethnic politics, regionalism
and factionalism, which became part and parcel of the culture of Zimbabwe’s
labour movement. From the onset, the labour movement confined itself
largely to urban and formally employed workers, another structural
weakness that later worked against it. Perhaps the partisan subordination
of the labour centre at its formative stages infused a culture of ideological
vacillation and low political consciousness, which also became one of its
weaknesses. According to Sachikonye (2001:7):
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Given the problems of legitimacy faced by the state-imposed leadership
of the ZCTU during this period, and the corrupt practices that accompanied
this lack of accountability to the broad membership, arenewed leadership
struggle emerged in the labour centre in 1987- 88.

It was that leadership struggle that resulted in the emergence of the
Morgan Tsvangirai and Gibson Sibanda-led ZCTU and sought change in the
state and labour relations.

What actually strained state and labour relations was the imposition of
ESAP in 1991. The trade unions had rightly assessed that the imposition
of ESAP and its liberalisation agenda caused the deepening of poverty by
the masses. The rift between state and labour widened as the latter resorted
to industrial action to press its message. The government’s intransigence
pushed the labour federation to a political agenda resulting in the formation
of the National Constitutional Assembly (NCA) and then the MDC in
1999.

The ESAP era and its impact on workers
Most often when the Zimbabwe crisis is discussed the emphasis tends to
shift to the Fast-Track Land Reform Programme and its supposed effects
on the economy on the one hand while on the other the human rights
violations allegedly sanctioned by the Zimbabwean authorities. The
narrative promoted has largely been that land appropriation and attendant
human rights violations, especially the deficits in ‘the rule of law’ account
for economic collapse that was characterised by hyperinflation, joblessness
and deepening poverty. Actually, the shift to a human rights discourse by
ZCTU and its allies in civil society and the MDC itself obscured the
underlying economic reasons for the Zimbabwean problems. Even the
targeted sanctions imposed on Zimbabwe by the West and supported by
opposition forces led by the MDC were largely premised on human rights
and governance deficits and not in support of what workers were originally
fighting for, the anti-ESAP agenda. In any event, in its critique of ESAP in
1990, the ZCTU had aptly observed that:

The Government strategy of staking the people’s hopes on World Bank

structural adjustment policies, on foreign investment, on privatization and

on trade liberalization ignores the evidence of the devastating effects of

these policies on working people across the globe and dooms a vast

section of the society to permanent joblessness, hopelessness and

economic ll'lSCCl.lI'lty.
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As has often been the trend after liberalisation in African economies
de-industrialisation and massive job losses resulted. According to Bhebe
and Mahapa (2014) by 1995, about 50,000 formal jobs had been lost and
possibly the same for contract workers. The most affected sectors were
textiles, clothing, engineering, transport and retail. The city of Bulawayo,
which had sizeable textiles, clothing and engineering industries, was hard
hit. As some companies downsized, they would close their subsidiaries
and retain the main headquarters which often would be in Harare as the
capital city. Bulawayo citizens would perceive that downsizing as political
manipulation to take jobs away to Harare yet that was merely for business
survival under difficult times.

As would be expected, the resultant massive unemployment and
worsening poverty depleted the ranks of trade unions. Ironically, the rise
to prominence of ZCTU as a political force was at the very height of
massive job losses. Of course, the labour centre could neither reverse the
economic meltdown nor protect the workers from its devastating effects.
The dwindling membership of the ZCTU was masked by the public sector
workers joining the labour centre, hence boosting the membership figures
significantly and hence eclipsing the reality of job losses.

Labour and contestation for state power
The role of ZCTU in mobilising for state power through the MDC has
often been cited to account for the decline of the ZCTU. Already some
leading writers (Raftopoluous 2001, Bond 2001) have given detailed
accounts of the processes towards the formation of the MDC and the
central role played by the labour movement. Although strictly speaking,
the MDC was never a workers’ party, however, at its inception the top
leadership from president, deputy president, national chairperson and
deputy secretary general among others were trade unionists. In his own
words, Tsvangirai said:

The MDC can never be pure, ideologically, because of our broad

orientation. Besides, social democracy is a half-way house, a spaghetti

mix. [n our case, the main characteristic is that we are driven by working

class interests, with the poor having more space to play arole than they

do now. But one of the components is an element of participation by

business, which is just not able to develop under present conditions.

There is no doubt that the opposition party created on the back of the
labour movement was standing on weak ideological ground and hence
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vulnerable to anti-worker aspects of neoliberal capitalism like trade
liberalisation and privatisation. It is inconceivable how the MDC could be
said to be driven by working class interests yet evasive on pro-workerist
ideology. Even its professed social democracy was more in rhetoric
rather than in conviction. Actually, it could be claimed that the shaky and
shallow ideological standing of the MDC derives from the ZCTU, itself
never strongly rooted in worker political consciousness. It is on record
that the MDC not only fell sway to the interests of its donor community
that included the capitalist commercial farmers, but it also pandered to the
whims of neo-liberal capitalism.

One question that is rarely comprehensively interrogated is that of the
preparedness of the ZCTU to lead in the contestation for state power
through a political party. What is commonly narrated are the various
consultative processes that led to the formation of the NCA and later on
the MDC, as if mere consultations are a sufficient condition on their own
for that decisive move. In any case, the consultations were largely ZCTU
structures and/or NCA structures which in most instances overlapped.
Logically, it was consulting an already biased constituency that had
suffered harassment from the state during the incessant strikes. Besides,
the choice of questions in the consultations were likely to yield the
responses that the leadership had already prepared themselves for.

What actually is a cause for concern is that some trade union leaders
had rejected the idea of a political party barely two years earlier but went
on to take leading posts in the MDC. For example, Chimanikire, then
general secretary of PTC Workers Union and Mudzengerere, then second
deputy secretary general of ZCTU had strongly opposed the idea of an
opposition party but became the leaders of MDC at its formation (Yeros
2013:403). With hindsight, it would appear that although the ZCTU
leadership under Tsvangirai had freed itself from ZANU-PF’s tutelage
that did not necessarily translate to members abandoning ZANU-PF.
Obvious, there could not be consensus even among trade union leadership
on the formation of the new party (see Khupe 2018), considering the
previous close link between labour leaders and the ruling party. However,
in its extraordinary congress held on August 7, 1999, all the 164 delegates
from ZCTU affiliates voted unanimously for the transformation of the
MDC into a political party.

It would seem the comparatively large membership of the MDC
compared with previous opposition parties have been the main yardstick

119



Samukele Hadebe

to measure its supposedly success. The large following tended to be
concentrated in the urban areas where the ZCTU had its biggest impact and
very little in the rural countryside where almost 80 per cent of the
population lives. It is my candid assessment that it was rather too early for
the ZCTU to have strengthened itself organisationally to be midwife of the
opposition party in Zimbabwe. While arguably popular, the MDC failed to
penetrate the populous provinces that remained the bastion of ZANU-PF.
Its feeble attempt to cast itself in the liberation narrative did not succeed
against the virulent ultra-nationalist ZANU-PF propaganda (Hadebe 2018).
The MDC, just like the ZCTU, could not overcome the problems of
sexism, regionalism and ethnic mobilisation that characterised Zimbabwean
politics. But most tellingly, the ZCTU and MDC failed to brush off the
‘western stooge’ tag that the government repeatedly emphasised. By
closely identifying with the West especially on selective sanctions and by
proposing neo-liberal economic policies, the MDC lost its credentials
associated with alabour backed party. Its enemies painted it as an unpatriotic
neo-colonial project bent on reversing land reform and by extension the
economic empowerment of the African majority.

Undoubtedly, the ZCTU and the MDC meant well for the suffering
people of Zimbabwe and the party performed surprisingly well in its
electoral challenge against ZANU-PF. Tsvangirai could have long removed
ZANU-PF from power electorally had it not been for the resort to
political violence and [alleged] vote rigging. Be that as it may be, it is my
contention that perhaps the labour centre was not yet organisationally and
ideologically prepared for leading the mobilisation for state power in
Zimbabwe. What became evident with hindsight is that workers have had
to suffer double losses: deepening poverty due to job losses as the labour
movement could not arrest the economic meltdown and the failure of the
elusive democratisation project as ZANU-PF entrenched itself through
militarisation of politics.

Consequences of dabbling in partisan politics

No matter how one may want to account for the causes of the labour
movement’s misfortunes, the beckoning reality is that ZCTU has been
consigned to the fringes even within the social movements in Zimbabwe.
Exploring options for trade unionism revitalisation may require not just a
diagnosis of what went wrong but also a correct assessment of the
consequences of certain acts of omission or commission. More crucially,
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ZCTU did not achieve what it had set out to do in the 1990s when it
challenged the state on ESAP nor later on when it mobilised for state
power. An introspection from the ZCTU is useful here in revealing how
the labour movement itself has evaluated its performance and the
consequences.

The 8" ordinary Conference of the ZCTU held on September 29 to
October 1, 2016 at the Pandhari Hotel in Harare, made some of the
following revealing resolutions:

* [to] rebrand the ZCTU operations to attain its former glory
and attract members;

o clarify the role and position of ZCTU in the political
environment;

* redefine how to deal with the politics of the country without
losing identity as a labour movement;

e andthe ZCTU to remain independent and not be involved in
partisan politics.

Just from these selected few resolutions above, there is no doubt that
the ZCTU has literally reversed its earlier resolution that approved the
formation of the MDC. It could be inferred from these resolutions that the
current leadership of the labour movement regrets the decline of ZCTU
and perceives the partisan politics as central to that decline. For the
record, the government and ZANU-PF sponsored Zimbabwe Federation of
Trade Unions was formed in 1997 and registered in July 1998 long before
the formation of the MDC by ZCTU. Obviously, the authorities had
resolved to weaken or destroy the ZCTU even before it mobilised for state
power. That fact seems to be overlooked when accounting for the decline
of ZCTU. An overall assessment of the 2016 resolutions would reveal a
very weakened ZCTU whose resolutions appear more like a wish list. Of
note is the continued evasiveness of the ZCTU on its ideology. While in
its resolution it specifically has a subheading on ideology, it however does
not specifically spell out that ideology save to say the Congress agreed to
‘advocate and demand for the implementation of the Beyond the Enclave
development framework which advocates for rights-based development in
line with the ten principles of ANSA’ (ZCTU 2016). That statement on the
part of ZCTU reflects either evasiveness, shallowness, or both.
Inconsistency and vacillation by the labour centre on its rejection of neo-
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liberal capitalism remains the albatross hanging to the neck of the ZCTU
past and present.

Lessons learnt from the decline of ZCTU

Certainly, the ZCTU is currently in an untenable situation with an uncertain
future in an intensifying neo-liberal capitalist environment. In addition,
the military that was in the past deployed against striking workers has now
an even stronger presence in Zimbabwean politics after the November
2017 fall of Robert Mugabe. The particular experiences of the labour
movement in Zimbabwe in challenging both the state and capital in the
liberalisation context is not unique to Zimbabwe but may be generalised
to all trade unions in the SADC region. The temptation of the trade unions
mobilising for state power remains high especially when ruling parties
become intransigent and repressive as ZANU-PF was in the 1990s. But
without clarity on alternatives to the neo-liberal agenda there also existed
the risk of labour backed political parties like the MDC in Zimbabwe and
MMD in Zambia respectively gravitating towards capital and away from
workers’ interests. It is with such background that we explore the lessons
that could be derived from the Zimbabwean experience with a view to
explore ways of reviving the labour centre to play its role of championing
workers’ rights.

Restricted right to strike

The post-colonial Zimbabwean state perpetuated the colonially crafted
labour relations regime in as far as the right to strike was concerned. With
curtailed rights and unfriendly labour conditions, the trade unions in
Zimbabwe have operated under a relatively restricted space. The laws in
Zimbabwe made it rather difficult for workers to exercise the right to
strike hence many of the strikes were considered illegal. Therefore, any
restrictions to workers’ options limits their room to manoeuvre and
perhaps drive them to prematurely mobilise for state power as the only
available means to alter their difficult circumstances. At least the 2013
constitution guarantees the workers their right to exercise the option of
industrial action.

Workers committees versus trade unions
Yet another area believed to have undermined the trade unions’
representational role at shop floor level was the workers committees
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(Schiphorst 2002). While the workers committees established through
government policy showed significant concern for workers’ conditions,
their relationship with trade unions was often of mistrust and hostility.
With relatively weak organisational capacity at shop floor level and poor
worker education and political consciousness, the trade unions saw workers
committees as competitors who undermined unionism. Perhaps, it could
have been the government’s implicit intention to divide and weaken the
workers.

Collective bargaining undermined by government

Although collective bargaining has been lauded as one of the achievements
of trade unions in Zimbabwe, it has been demonstrated convincingly that
government undermined trade unions in the process. According to
Schiphorst (2002), ‘Left only with the task to negotiate wage agreements
trade unions in Zimbabwe will reap little benefits for their participation in
the collective bargaining machinery. Focusing almost exclusively on
collective bargaining (at the expense of shop floor mobilisation) bought
the trade unions a pig in the poke’. What would normally promote trade
unions actually undermined them in Zimbabwe.

Ministerial power to veto wage agreements

The ministerial interference and excessive powers have been a thorn in the
flesh for trade unions as it undermined their work. Since the minister of
Labour could unilaterally veto wage agreements, such interference usurped
trade unions’ bargaining power and placed it under ministerial prerogative.
In the process that undermined the role and influence of trade unions
whose other duties were anyway taken away by workers’ committees.

Choking the labour centre financially

The ZCTU and its affiliates suffer from dwindling and limited financial
resources. Actually, it could be said that the trade unions were being
choked financially as workers’ fees deducted were not remitted to trade
unions. The trade unions could not do anything about this theft as long as
the government lacked political will to enforce it. The other means of
choking the trade unions was the delayed payment of workers’ salaries,
some of which, like Hwange Colliery and the National Railways of
Zimbabwe, could last up to nine months. Without means of enforcing
timely payment of salaries, the trade unions and workers suffer from this
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wage theft and that continues to starve the labour movement of the finance
for its sustenance. For example, only eight out of 33 affiliates were paid
up and attended the elective ZCTU 2016 Conference (Newsday, 2016).
Actually the financially constrained labour centre was even contemplating
writing off US$1,4 million in debts owed by affiliates (Newsday, 2016).
The trade unions become exposed to possible manipulation due to reliance
on donor funding which sometimes compromises the workers’ interests.

Lack of compliance to the 2013 Constitution of Zimbabwe
Undoubtedly one of the successes of the social movements in Zimbabwe
as led by labour was constitutional reform that resulted in a new and
progressive constitution in 2013. However, the Constitution remains
largely unimplemented denying the working people rights already
guaranteed at law. At the height of its strength the labour movement
spearheaded constitutional reform and forced the government to accede
to the public demand; however a weak ZCTU cannot enforce compliance.
The labour movement was partly at fault because it allowed the constitutional
reform process to be led by politicians hence alienating its own NCA from
the process. Revitalising the labour movement may have to mean pushing
for compliance to the 2013 constitution.

Non-enforcement of labour laws

Closely related to the piecemeal compliance to the 2013 Constitution is
the problem of failure to enforce existing labour laws and standards, hence
threatening to undermine the revitalisation of a labour movement in
Zimbabwe. It has been observed, for example, that generally workers have
poor health and safety standards (Danish Trade Council 2015) because of
lack of compliance to laid-down rules and regulations. Compounded by a
high incidence of unemployment and extremes of poverty, workers tend to
be desperate and work under very bad conditions without complaining.
Also, it has been noted that there was no enforcement of work hour
limitations especially for agricultural and domestic workers (see Labour
Market Profile 2015). Workers are generally disempowered and may
prove difficult to unionize.

Gender gaps in employment and opportunities for promotion
The economic decline that accompanied liberalisation not only deepened
poverty but had negative gender dimensions too. More and more
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households became female-headed and generally low income. The gap
between males and females has not narrowed, further compromising
female employment and promotion in employment. For instance, the job
losses meant that more men entered the informal sector, which had earlier
been dominated by women but now men took over the more lucrative
business within the informal sector. Reviving the viability of ZCTU or any
trade unions for that matter would of necessity have to specifically
address the gender aspects of labour today. By focusing mainly on urban
formally employed workers, the ZCTU had excluded in any event thousands
of working class women in rural areas, domestic workers, agricultural
workers and those in the informal sector.

Conclusion
While the advent of ESAP in 1991 strained labour and state relations in
Zimbabwe, the labour movement’s mobilisation for state power a decade
later in the 2000s attracted a harsh repressive response from government.
Therefore, the combined effect of a devastating economic collapse on the
working class, ruthless state repression and ZCTU’s own structural
weaknesses seriously eroded the power and viability of the labour centre.
Consequently, that decline in the influence of ZCTU created a glaring gap
in Zimbabwean civil society and curtailed the viability of social movements
driving social change. It is imperative to reverse the misfortunes of ZCTU
in the interests of both workers and for the broader social, political and
economic justice cause. The 2016 conference of the ZCTU demonstrates
introspection of the labour centre and its desire to make a fresh start with
a commitment to autonomy. The question of autonomy has long dogged
the labour centre from its very inception in 1981 when it was under the
wings of the ruling ZANU-PF and consequently failed effectively to
represent workers’ interests. In the 1990s the ZCTU freed itself from the
ruling party. Ithad an independent voice and its strength grew phenomenally.
In 1999, it gave rise to the opposition MDC but apparently lost its
autonomy, marking the decline in the face of both job losses and state
repression. If the 2016 Conference resolutions are anything to go by, then
the ZCTU is striving yet again to be its own master albeit in a very
uncertain environment.

It is not within the scope of this paper to make a judgement, on the
wisdom or lack of it, for the ZCTU to have mobilised for state power in the
first place. It suffices to point out that the labour centre was perhaps
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inadequately prepared for both its representational role and broad socio-
economic justice agenda. Although the confrontation with the state was
over economic direction and ESAP, eventually the subsequent
democratisation struggle was dominated by a human rights discourse
which eclipsed the economic justice agenda. In the process, the labour
movement lost the land repossession agenda to the ruling nationalists.
Also, by supporting the imposition of selected economic sanctions that
hurt the national economy and hence the working people, the ZCTU and the
MDC party became easy targets of the radical nationalist propaganda.

A revived ZCTU should adeptly respond to changing economic reality
and focus seriously on rural casual and informal workers. The urban
formally employed base has shrunk enormously and it may take long to
rebuild. Notwithstanding the promise of free and fair elections in mid
2018, Zimbabwe’s governance deficits are far from over. The country still
ranks unfavourably and for a decade since 2004 it performs worstin SADC
in the Corruption Perception Index and neither has it improved in the Ease
of Doing Business category. All these factors and perceptions have
negative effect on the livelihood of working people and the poor masses
hence the need for a vibrant labour movement that should respond to such
a hostile political and economic environment with dexterity.

Considering the depressed economic environment in Zimbabwe and the
financial problems in a now largely informal economy, the revived ZCTU
have to brace for continued if not worse financial problems. However, its
viability may not be tested in how it sustains itself under limited financial
support but how it confronts the current convergence of ruling and
oppositional parties towards embracing neo-liberal economic policies
and the push for special economic zones and privatisation of public
services. Already the economic recovery of Zimbabwe is premised on
unfettered market forces. The perennial question remains: will the
Zimbabwe state, with the military elite fully entrenched, create an enabling
operating environment for trade unions? And if not, what options do trade
unions have outside mobilising for state power? Actually, the challenges
faced by workers and the majority poor are far worse than they were when
the ZCTU became militant and challenged government. Undeniably, the
labour centre is trapped in uncertainty as it maps out its future and grapples
with reviving its previous glory and relevance by resorting to ‘strategic
unionism’ characterised by accommodation, compromise and the same
non-confrontational approaches that failed it before.
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Lastly it is important for the ZCTU to focus on worker education and
specifically on raising workers’ political consciousness. Restoring the
viability of labour, especially in its leading role in the social movements
for socio-economic justice in Zimbabwe, would inevitably call for
ideologically conscious working people and their intelligentsia to proffer
alternative paths to the failed neo-liberal capitalist development paradigm.
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