Focus: the public service

"The public service

labour relations and tmnsfomnah’bn

abour relations in the public service
I—:.; one of the most important - and

least understood - areas of worker
strugele in contemporacy South Afcica.

For the first time in South African
history, public service workers have
gained orpanisational and bargaining
rights under the LRA,

They now have an opportunity to bring
their conditions of service in line with
well-organised workers in the private
sector. Black workers, in particular, now
have legal space to redress decades of
ricism, employment insecurity, and bad
pay.

However, improvements in svorhers'
wages and working conditions are
occurring in a context of state
restructuring - essential to ensure delivery
of services and tmansformation morce
broadly - and the fiscal constraints set
down by GEAR.The tensions between
achieving restructuring while becoming a
‘'model employer’ will result in serious
cenfrantations berween workers and
public service managers,

These confrontations will inevitably
spill beyond the boundaries of the pubtic
service itself, and will hove an impomnant
impact on ordinary citizens and on the
prespects for broader transformation,

Yt the topic is poorly understood
beyond the parties that are directly
involved. This Bulletin focus is aimed at
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increasing awareness of these problems,
while contributing to debates on labour,
the state and transformation in South
Alrica,

The focus consists of a number of
articles generated in the National Labour
and Economic Development Institute's
(Naledi's) long-term research preject on
public service labour relations.

Progress and problems

In the few years since public service
workers were granted bargaining cights,
they have made considernble progress
Union membership has increased mpidly.
Black workers have pained job security.
Minimum wage levels have risen
dramatically. Most impressively, the wage
gap has narrowved from 62:1 in 1989 to
16:1 today.

However, the public service remains
unreconstructed. Work erganisation s
archaic and overly bound by conveluted
rules. Decision-making remains centralised,
Productivity is low and quality of services
poor. Staf(ing, is marked by gross mcial and
gender distortions,

The South African public service is not
yet o ‘'model employer’, nor has it been
restructitred to contribute to
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ransformation Indecd, these two goeals
may be contrudicton

State restructuring

Improving condimons for black workers

will come at the expense of the previoush

prvileged, w ho have considenable power

to block change Such groupings are highly

organiscd and are now able to pursue
their interests through the same labour
Iawn that empowners and protects black
worhers

Nor can the state buy 11y way out of this

problem by beaing all thangs 1o all
employees Difficult choices will have to
be made, which widl inevitably generate

labour relations conflict, as one sces in the

current fights over temporan teachers
and mpending retrenchments

Thos<e who are comfortable 1n the
prosent order - black or white - will be
threatened by elforts atmed at making
them work both smarier and harder
Morcover, it s dufficult o achieve
these goals while extending job
protection to workers that makes
disciphine and dismissal more
difficult

In these wmy s public senace
restructuning is fundamentally a
problem of labour relations

These probtems are not
drastically different from those
faced in the private «wctor
Howcver, two further factors set
the public senvice apart. First,at s -
by far - the larpest single employer
i the country, with neardy
1.2 mulhon employ ces

Through 1s procurement
polices it is the larpest single
consumner of poods and <semaces
The wages and bencfits it provides
have 2 massive impact on effectne
demand

hrecily - through jts

development policies - and indirectly
through the economic effects deseribed
above, it is the most imporant agent of
transformation

Second, for vast numbers of citizens the
public semace 15 the provider of last resort
Poor work organisataon, top-down control,
ghost workers, and endemic labour
conflict hterally determine whether
people Ine or <ic Nor s labour - any
more than public senice managers -
immune from this consderation It must
devise its demands and craft ity strategics
not only to achieve its membery’ interests
It must do s0 in a manner that does not
impenl the delnery of quality senvices to
citizens, the majonty of whom are norhers
and poor people, with few other options
for survival

But the public senvice’s ability to
contnibute o transformation and service
delneny depends on its pestructunng This
requires getting abour relations nght
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