focus: the public sector

Social or selfish?

progressive trade unions and public

service delivery

oday, an important debate on the
role of trade unions is unfolding
Two groupings -~ each with many
variants - are contesting this space
On the ane hand, there ace those that
Argue that unions must sacrifice wage
demands in the natonal interest The best
cxample of thus was the stance adopted by
the mmister responsible for public service
during the 1999 wage dispute. She argued
that "Thie amount the government pays ity

1,1 million workers accounts for 51% of its

budget, after mecung interest payments If
the wage bill contunues to rise, we will put
at risk even the meagre social services

offered by the government. Very few South

Africans will agree to cuts 1n the education

budget - which will mean even greater
difficulty in providing stationery and
books - or the critical school building
programme. (Fraser-Moleketi, 1999)

Stripped to its essence, the quoted extract
implics that 2 trade-off exists between wages
and service delivery. Following from this
trade-off, unions are urged (often with calls
10 a patriotic duty) to reduce wage demandds.,
[ailure o reduce these unton demands leads
to trade unions being accused of being
‘ecanomistic’ and selfish.

COSATU unlons have criticised this
wage-service delivery emde-off at many
levels., For instance, the wage bill has
decreased in real terms (after accounting
for inflatlon), which refutes the claim that
the wage bill has been increasing

Ebrabim-Kbalil Hassen
examines different views on
whetber COSATU trade unions
are contributing to public
service delivery or acting as a
selfish elite.

exponentially. However, unions concede
that the wage bill his not decreased as
quickly as spending on other social
services. The unions see this as an
outcome of fiscal conservatism, rather
than reckless wage increases, Marccover,
the sharp decline in social spending
ncither supports government'’s call to
accelerate delivecy oc the unions' call for
hifehne tariffs and a basic income geant,
Qn the other hand, it is argued that
mecting developmental challenges
requires new approaches in the public
service. For instance, Smuts Ngonyama
argues that:'It (e a new way of doing i
things) requires a certain level of
dedication from civil servants to
understand that Batho Pele is about
puting people ficst in the delivery of basic
services. It is about the clerk who
volunteers to stay an hour late becanse
sucial pension payments need to be
processed on time. ...t is about the
teacher who volunteers to offer week-end
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classes, early in the beginning of the year
ta assist students with their studies .. Itis
about the policeman who refuses to
accept 2 bnbe to destroy a docket which
has evidence that can lead 10 the
conviction of wrnng«]ocri in sacicry
because this adds to peneral lawlessness!

The question posed in this manner
clicits a wide agreement that service
delnery needs 1o be impros ed. Morcover,
posing this question in this way opens up
guestions of how unions mobilise their
members, the campaigns that unions
embark on and the nature and content of
the bargaining agenda More importantly,
this approach opens up the posubilitics of
a joint union-gerernment approach to
public service transformation.

This approach, however, poses severl
issucs for unions. For instance, supporting
volunteer work has implications for
implementing the BCEA in government. In
another instance, what approach do
unions adopt to improve productivity in
the public service?

A central weakness of both positions
being advanced is that they often do not
give a substantive account of trade union
strategics, Instead, we are treatcd to a
literal reading of Marxist-Leninist classics
and shoddy historical accounts of COSATU
from those arguing a simple wage-service
delnery trade-off. Others focus on service
delivery, without scanning unions’
involvement in service delivery,

New terrain - new strategies?

One of the sharpest cnticisms of COSATU
is that it has not grappled with improving
pubhic service delivery while mecting its
members'interest. Many public sector
managers argue that globalisation and its
realities require the unions adopt a less
strident approach to restructuring the
public service, Managers in Nelspruit and
Dolphin Coast - where water concessions

_have been given to multinationals - go
cven further, They argue that vase
differences exist betw een national union
offices and locals Unions for their pan
have called manager’s 'umlateral’,'neo-
Iiberal’and 'union busters'.

Beyond the cut-and-thrust of public
semvice restructyring, COSATU had
atcempted to understand the new and
changing economic, political and social
conditions in its September Commission
on the Tuture of Trade Untons.

The commission outhned a programme
that it called social unionism.'Social
unionism is social in the sense that it is
concerned with broad sacial and political
issues, as well as the immedate concerns of
its members. It aims to be a social force for
transformation. Its goal is democmcy and
socialom Its influence on socicty is bascd
on its organised power, its capacity to
mobilise, its socioecconomic programme and
palicies and its participation in political and
social alliances It is commitied to worker
contro! and democracy, and to maintaining
its character as a movement [t is proacuve
and effective. [t is able to negotiate and
monitor complex agreements with
government and employers It is able to
make important contributions to national
and social development!

The term social unionism is also called
strategic unionism, transformative
unionism and other terms This orientation
implies at least:

Q trade unions redefine their
constituencies to include the broader
worhing class;

Q trade umions attempt to strengthen the
interconneciedness between worker
struggles and societal transformation;

0O progressive trade unions seek to use a
mixture of negotiations, mass action
and policy.interventiaons to advance the
cause of the working class;

Q trade unions have a social project 10
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eradicate poverty, reduce income

inequality and broaden owncership of

production and decision-making
Social uniomism as an oricntation reflects a
trade union response from resisung
aparthcid to umons locating themsclves in
a young democracy characterised by acute
mcome wequality, large poverty and
concentration of ownership. This strategic
orientation of progressive tade vnions
remains a valid one today. At the level of
tactics, the exact mux benween
negotiations, mass action and policy
interventions requires a high level of
orchestration and co-ordination (o be
successful For instance, ane critcism
levelled at COSATL is that since 1994 it
has placed too much focus on negotiations
within the alliance and at Nedlae.This has
led to many arguing that the trade union
movement is losing touch witht its base asat
becomes more and more institutionalised

Others argue that affiltates have all
attempted - with varying degrees of
success ~ to build shopfloor control and
to create a new layer of skilled and
committed shopstewards, Today, most
think that COSATU's continued role in
improving service delivery lies in
ofganisitional renewal coupled to new
forms of worker security and improving
public sector capability.

However, applying this orentation in
practice is often camplicated by
unilaterlalism by public service managers
For example, the Johanneshurg
metropolian council has indicated thae
over $0% of the Igoli 2002 plan has been
implemented. Whilst the exact natore of
the plan iy beyond the scape of this
article, the outcome is that unions, despite
their oppasition, have falfed to ceduce the
managerial diseretion in implementing this
plan.This mises questions on how to
mobilise, organise and negotiate for
developmental restructuring, Unilaterallsm

from government is not just a local
government problem. Unions in state-
owned enterprises, the public secvice and
universitics have experienced an increase
in unilateral action by management. New
wiays of organising and negotiating are
required if this managerial autonomy is 1o
be replaced with joint union-government
restructuring

An alternative view is that under
conditions where the working class is
under attack it is futle to speak of
negotiated sertlements, According 1o this
view, resistance to privatisation and
unilateralism need to meet head-on.
Morceover, this view argues that unions
need to ‘bring things to a crisis’. While
resistance to the deology of privatisation
must be supported, the danger of this
approach s that unions close spaces for
creating new forms of security and work
in the public sectorn More importantly,
adopting this approach reduces the
union’s role in imagining and
expenmenting with public sector
alternabves to improve service delivery.
Less esoteric iy the simple reality that |
where resistance has been the only union
weapon unions have lost these batles.

Transformatory bargaining

Since 199 |, umons have made significant
gains. These gains have been made when
management s soughit union
participation in decision-making. The
restructuring of water supply in Odi
championced by SAMWU is one example.
In addition, in the public service, wage
agreemeals have been linked to
productivity and promations systems.
These new and innovative agreements
demonstrate the value of linking
bargaining to transformation ot the public
service, (Sce box opposite.)

However, the rise of unilaterialism by
public sector management has made these
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Social unionism in practice

Social unionism expenences are observable
in bargaining, restructunng and union
activity

Bargalning

Agreements that indicate a wider programme

of public sector transformation include

Q Development appraisal for teachers” This
agreement provides for continued
Improvement in teaching The appraisal
system sought to provide a means to
momtor and improve teacher
perormances

O Discipline and incapacity code The code
prowided for simpified and fair
procedures in disciphnary cases

O Upgrades for prosecutors The salary
upgrades for prosecutors were agreed to
to retain staff in the justice system The
agreement also marks the first ime
institutional level productivity was
exphcitly included in a bargaining
agreement.

O  Skils, service and personnef audus This
innovative agreement provided the
means {o determine a right s1ze
waorkforce/staff component.
Unfertunately, this opperunity has not
been utilised by the state.

Restructuring

Restructuring expenences have been a
‘bitter expenence for trade unions’. Trade
unions sought 1o advance transformation of

state instituttons and advance worker nghts
through framework agreements The
promise in these agreements was for
consultattve and open processes. Yet, the
National Framewark Agreement on
Restructuring of State Assets and the
Framework Agreement on Municipal Service
Partnerships have seen tha untons being
margmalised, and the agreements not being
implemented

Union campaigns

Several unions have been involved in wider
societal issues in the form of campagns and
programmes. These expenences nclude the
HIV/AIDS campaign at a pational level,
volunteer work by police persons over the
holiday seasons, training for teachers and
training of commumty plumbers. While
untons have sought to reinforce the state
through these expenences, unions cannot
resolve wider state failures

Engaging parllament

COSATU has played a constructive role in
the legislative process The COSATU
parllamentary office has prowided input and
submissions on a range of legrsiation
COSATU has also sought to ‘open up' the
parlkamentary pracess, through calling for a
Budget Reform White Paper. The process of
lobbying parliamentanans has also seen the
use of issue-based coalittons on the Open
Democracy Bl and the Child Weliare Grants,

ty pes of agreements more difficult o
rcach. The public service negotiations are
the best example of this. In the space of
I8 months, the strong ink between
COSATU-affiliated urmons and government
- often called the ‘coalition for change’ -
has been eroded. Only the optimistic
s ould argue that restoring this
relationship of ‘wan-win’ negouations is
possihle under current conditions.
However, the challenge remains for trade

unions o provide leadersiup on progressive
pubhc semaice tmnsformauon Recent
descussions in COSATU on a [zbour policy
for the public service point 10 a witlingness
10 provide this leaderstup These unfoldimg
expenences will provide imponant
indecators of whether trade unions can craft
4 progressive agreement with management
that have adopted worker-unfricndly
positions The prospects are not good as
government's pmnsformation goal scems to
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be 2 narrow comumitment to ceducing the
wage bill Moreover, the recent arbitration
ruling has made government confident
(perhaps averconflident) that it can justify
its positian by pointing to its ccanomic
and fiscal programmie. Transformatory
bargaining - which links worker security
and public service transformation - will
thus face it’s most important 1est in the
current round of negonations, Unions in
the public service [nce the mammaoth -
but not impossible task - of ensuring that
the state's narrow and non-developmental
agenda is changed into &t wider
developmental agenda.

Good faith agreements

One area where unions have learned bitter
lessons ds in sigaing mumework agreements
with government. The signing of the
National Frumework Agreement on the
Restruciuring of State Assets and the
Fevmework for Municipal Service
Partneeship offeced much but delivered very
litle. These agreements have been
incliective because they have been
unenforceable, Both agreements were signed
ata national Juvel by trade union federations

and government, Public sector managers in
the parastawals and local government argued
that government departments or
associations to whicl they belong (ie Sauth
African Local Government Association)
could net bind them, The legal argument
wils a persuasive one from i narmow legal
point of view. Morvover, politicians that had
signed the agreements often left unions to
fight these legal batdes. Consequently, these
agreements fiiled to provide the necessary
protection for workers in the restructuring
Processes

Unions, however, need to improve in two
areas Fiest, unions have not yet instituted
processes to redefine the status of
negotiating partners. For instance, changing
the status of the South African Local
Government Association (SALGA) from an
association to an emplayer organisation will
provide the space for negotiating national
agreements that are binding

Scecondly, unions have not been
effective in tmnslating framewack
agreements into collective agreements at
an enterprise or local counci) level.

Therefore, the framework agreements
are correctly called'good fudth' agreements
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and hawve little practical value In the new
rounds of ncgotiations unions should be
better prepared 1o negoliate agreements
that are both pohtically and legally binding
due to these 'bitter’ experiences

Campaigns
The most interesting and innovative arca of
union’s engagement in seniice delivery has
been in its campaigns and projects SADTU,
for instance, runs a national programme to
train trainers on outcome-hased educauon
This programme 2ims to give practical
expression to SADTU's commitment to
serving its members' professional interests
Lven more ambitious is the Opemtion
Fundisa campaign. This campaign based in
the Castern Cape is intended o improve
teaching and learning through provideng
extra classes and strengthening school
goveming struciures

Unions lthe NCHAWU have embarked on
similar campaigns One of the most
impaortant is breaking down stercotypes on
HIV/AIDS that some health professionals
have. In many hospitals, health professionals
sull do not treat HIV/AIDS patients with the
digruty and senviice that a compassionate
public service should provide. The
programme’s am of hreaking down these
stercotypes is ambitious, but the
programme’s intent and implementation
requine support. More ambatiously, NEHAWU
has embarked upon a programme to create
People’s Hospitals The vision is of hospitals
as reliable, caring, democratically run and
professional insututions. Other unions have
also embarked on mmp:ljgm.'i"l'nc_sc range
from SAMWU tnining plumbers to stop
leakage's in Cape Town's 1ownships to
POPCRU esuablishing a programme to
combat cormuption in the police force,

New challenges

The role of trade unions thus cannot be
assessed in abstract philosophical debates

alone Nether can it be redouced 1o a
simple wage-service delneny trade-olf
Instead, the practice over the last seven
years indicates that umons have been
willing panners 10 IMProving serice
delivery This reflects COSATU » continued
rale as a representatne of the broader
worhking class and as a force for
transformation In this process both major
advances and scthacks have heen
expenenced by trade unions

Howcever, the nature of the engagement
with the state now s different to the
‘honeymoon period’ after the first
clections. Key changes include the closure
of space for negotiations by managers and
therr will 1o introduce reforms without
union parucipation Trade umons thus face
an extremely hosule enviconment
However, the mass base of COSATU and its
improving policy capacity conld
substantn ely change the conditions of
engagement The central challenge for
unions s to cstahlish new forms of
security and 1o buwld public sector
capacity for transfarmation ¥
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