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White ecuirty

he Employment Equuty Act (ELA) 55
of 1998 tnies to redress the
imbalances in the workplace

brought about by apartheid However, the
SMineworkhers Union (WL has turned
the use of the EEA on its head Companies
ofien set tarpets, based on the
demographics of South Afnca, for the
amount of women, disabled and black
managers they should have. The MWU
claims that companies should also set
targets for the lower levels of work where
white worhers are not proportionally
represented This is surely nat what the
lzwrmakers had in mind when they passed
thus imporant piece of legislanon

The MWU

The MWU was founded in 1913 for white
mineworkers However, since 1990, it has
expanded into other sectors such as steel,
cngineering and chemicals and other
companies such as Eskom and Telkom
The union focuses on skalled workers
When Flip Buys was appointed general
secretary in 1997 he prioritised changing
the union’s constitution regarding race to
comply with the LRA. They then
implemented an organisational
. development ptan for the umon and,
according to Buys,'managed to reinvent
the union to be able to cope with the
changing circumstances in South Afnica’.
He adds that for years their union was
associated with apartheid because it only

Etienne Viok examines bouw
the MWU beas been trying to
lessen the impact of the EEA on
white workers by gefting jobs
Jor thent in the lower grade
categories.

represented white workers "We do not
want to be seen as the last remning
dinosaur of the apartheid era We belicve
in freedom of association, but we are
traditionally a white, Afrikaans union’

Buys continues ' The Constitution gives
us space to orgaruse institutions for
members of a certain lanpguage and
cultural group We beleve that a mmority
croup is entitled to its own institutions
like 2 union’ In the past the umon was
aligned to right-wing political parties, but
atts January congress the MWU decided
against aliphing itself to any party

The unmion has currently 60 000
members (mostly 1n the minmng, steel and
engincenng sectorsy compared to 70 000
in 198%. Buys attnbutes the drop to
downscaling and also the packages that
their members receive Ninety per cent of
their membcers have matric with some
kind of trade qualification They are
mostly in technical and supervisory jobs

Buys belicves that their members have
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experienced a lot of negative changes, not
just since 1994, but for many years now.
He argues that the union’s ‘current
members were not advantaged by work
reservation since they are too young'.

MWU has legal, research and
compensation departments Buys says that
MWU can provide these services because
its earlier leaders were conservative with
money.

The MWU is co-operating with other
unions in the workplace. Buys continues:
‘Our members needed comviincing because
of the political affiliation of some unions. But
in the end it is about workplace issues’

In Muirch, the MWL founded an
empleyment agency called Netmark to
help their members who had lost their
jobs due to restructuning or affirmative
action. It is part of the MWU's greater job
creation propramme announced at their
congress this year. Netmark already has
about 2 000 skilled people on their books.

Views on labour legislation

The MWU is not comfortable with the idea
of a strong state that can intervenc in the
labour market and the economy. Buys says
that ‘we are not unlimited free-marketeers.
We feel that hasic laws must cxist.
However, the LRA favours majority unions
like the COSATU ones® For Buys this is not
about freedom of association.

Buys says that although their union is
happy with the BCEA, they are worricd
about the costs of implementing it.
‘Employcrs’ perceptions ace that it is easier
to invest in a machine than a person That
perception contributes to unemployment.
The government needs to address it,
Companics invest in machines and
disinvestment in people!

The MWU argues that the EEA must
redress the imbalances and discrimination of
the past without brinping about new
imbalances and discrimination. They say

that it does not help to shift unemployment
from one population group to another. Buys
identifies two parts of affirmative action:
merit and the upliftment of the
disadvantaged."We are concermed with the
end result of affirmative action. The current
labour market has 24% whites (1,4 million
people). If you bring that down to the
population percentage of 122, 700 Q00
whites are surplus to the Iabour market. The
term affirmative action is so broad that you
cannot say whether you support it or not.
We might support the affirmative action
pregramme at Sasol, but not the onc at
Eskom.!

The implementation of the EEA does not
mean that people will be dismissed. The Lrw
does not allow employers 1o dismiss current
employees, who had been advantaged in the
past, to create space for afficmative action
candidates Ulrich Stander of the Labour
Consultancy Group says that if such a
dismissal takes place, there could be legal
action. He adds that statements that millions
will lose their jobs becanse of the EEA is
overblown and irresponsible.

Setting targets

According to Buys, companics sct
affirmative action targets in accordance
with the EEA on all levels except the
lower categories.'Why do they not do it
on a lower level? Young white people
cannot enter the labour market, These
young pcople are being disadvantaged
even though they were not responsibie for
apartheid. Our members’ children are
coming 1o us for help. Buys argues that
the lower levels need to be normatised
meaning that 14% of workers at the lower
levels need to be white in accordance
with the population percentages, This
translates into 54 000 jobs for white
workers in the mining industry, 5 400 jobs
atTelkom and 7 360 at Eskom,

The MWU supports input measures, such
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as traming, in affirmatn e 2ct:on Proprammes
But they are worried about the output
targets (percentape white and black) that
companies set. They feel that it has turned
into a numb+rs pame where companies are
not wormed about ment anymore’

A manager responsible for
mmplementing employ ment equity says
*‘Comparues cannot focus on the input
side without looking at the output side.
When discussing inputs one must look at
the global picture, not only individual
companies. dMany companues, especially
parastatals,“buy” shilled employees from
other companics instead of training their
own employees These companies do not
increase the skills pool. Our company had
focused on input levels in our equity
programme but our output levels did not
change because we were losing se many
shilled people 10 the “poachers™. We have
now set targets for cach position and
department. Qutput targets have to be set
together with input measures such as
training The LEA is linked to the Skills
Desvelopment Act. This Act will increase

The MWU held its congress in January in Johannesburg.
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the pool of shills because now the
traditional*poachers” will also have to
trun people’

Beeause the EEA states that companies
cannot dismiss any body to create a
vacancy for an affirmative action
candidate, companies offer their cusrent
employees retrenchment packages to
create vacancies or reduce numbers Buys
continues “We are currently sceing the
growth of a package generation We call
them suicide packages, because after six
months to two years the money is
finished Eskom has a thick policy
document on affirmative action, but there
is nothing on how to help those who are
affected by affirmauve action!

The MW is tallang to other trade
umons about targets at the lower levels
When the MWU approached compames
with their proposal the companies were
initially very surprised. But, says Buys, they
could not refuse it. The companies that
did refuse were Eshom.*We are in dispute
with Eshom as they do not want to accept
our programme. They say that whites
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The MWU also organises in the steel sector.

were not disadvantaged. They are
maintaining their black job reservation in
the lower categories’

Pretoria branch secretary of
CEPPWAWU, Simon Mofokeng, argues that
Eskom is correct by refusing to set targets
for white workers ‘It is not necessary for
the MWU to use this opportunity to their
own advantage,

An expert in employment equity, Kuseni
Dlamini, also agrees wath Eskom's
interpretation:'l would not employ white
people in terms of the Act because they
have not been disadvantaged. Including
whites in the definition would be extending
it too far. Employing white peaple as part of
affirmative action is not a justification’

Some gold mines, chemical companies
and steel factories have started
implementing MWU proposals and are
employing more white people at the
lower level. MWU recruits these workers
and their shopstewards act as mentors to
them, Often MWU armnges for them to
study further and get bursarices.

Jan de Lange of the Beeld spoke to some

of the white worhers who have been
employed in the lower levels as affirmative
action candidates. Due to MWU's insistence,
52 white workers have been appointed at
the lowest [evel ar Sasol's Brandspruit coal
mine. Previously only black people occupied
these jobs Many of these white workers are
the only white people in their section. Their
salagies start at about R1 500 per month,
Another mune implementing the MWU's
proposal is Driefontein, the country’s richest
goldmine, The white general workers at
Dricfontein started on a salary of R700 per
month Many of these workers have matnc
but did not have the money to study after
school or could not find other work.

Reaction

According to Molokeng, whose union also
organiscs at Sasol, it is not fair for the
MWU to use the EEA for employing white
workers. The EEA was desipned to address
the imbalances of the past brought about
by the old system. Mofokeng feels it is an
opportunistic way for them to undermine
cquity.
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Dlamini says that the MWU's proposal is
a misuse of the Act that was designed to
give opportunity te these who did not
have opportumties in the past He adds ‘It
1» not in line with the spint and letter of
the EEA 1 do not see anything wrong with
the employment of whites at lower levels
through normal procedures, but to do it
through the EEA is questionable.

Howwever, not all unionists strongly
disagree wath the MWTU's approach. Beeld
reports that NUM general secretary,
Gwede Mantashe, is not totally agaunst it
e feels that the integration of white and
black workers on all levels must be
promoted without any one loung his or
her job because of it

Affirmative action

Dlamini argues that the amount of effort
and resources companies have put into
v¢mploy ment equity is not reflected on the
higher levels *A mere focus on inputs
without inking it to output will not result
in visible progression Companies wall
have to give opportumties to people in
jobs that matter’

According to Dlamimi, companies can
respond to the EEA in three ways

{1 thebusiness as usual’ approach where
companics continue as normal, thunking
that they did enough in the past;

LI turning the EEA into a numbers game
a2nd emptoying black people in
unimportant pesitions, thereby staying
out of trouble;

U seeing the EEA as an opportunity to
build companes with world class
employees where they employ and
interact with people from historically
disadvantaged commumnities

The MWU is now testing the fairness of

companues’ affirmauve action policies

This comes in the wake of a case they

brought against Eskom. Buys recalls ‘One

of our members was appomnted ina

temporniry post for one year during wluch
she got the highest possible evaluauon
She then apphed for the job permanently
However,a person who was 20° weaker
than her pot the job, She then pot posted
to a lowcer job. Eshom applied their pelicy
unfairly. An arbitrator found that Eskom’s
view that a black candidate must only
adhere to the minimum conditions of a
job could undermine effectiveness ' The
MWU did not want their member to
replace the affirmative action candidate,
but just for her to be placed on the same
level. The MWU is not against the
employment of black people but against
any actions that infringe on the rghts of
white workers, says Buys.

Conclusion

Why does the MWU need to use the EEA
to ensure that white workers are
employed at the lower levels? Could these
workers not apply through the normal
procedures? If they are skilled, surely they
would be employed

Many white organisattons and parues
have found lots to complain about thesc
days But the MWU has decided to do
something and are now trying to create
jobs. This is commendable, even if you do
not agree with the way they are going
about it However, MTWU weakens 1ts
argumcent when it asks for targets (o be set
at lower levels but 1s apainst targets being
set at managerial levels Iromeally, if they
are very successful at setting targets at che
lower levels, they might just be creating
prohlems for theirr members in the
managerial levels. %
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