Workplaces of the future

a challenge for
labour

A recently completed study of workplaces in four sectors of the

economy reveals how they have changed since apartheid. The

Labour Bulletin reports on a presentation made by Professor

Eddie Webster and Rahmat Omar who analyse these changes and

what they mean for unions and workers.

he research examlnes changes
T in South African workplaces In

the context of the transition
from apartheid, Key features of the
‘apartheid workplace regime' included
a raclal division of fabour,
discrimination In wages, conditions of
work, tralning, facllitles, and raclal
despotlsm in the warkplace,

In many workplaces, workers' rights
to collective bargaining, grlevance
procedures, some degree of
employment security and strategles te
overcome the ‘apartheld wage gap'
have been Introduced.

Restructuring not always working
The research ¢overs white goods,
mining, call centres and footwear, The
maln findings are that restructuring is
not always working as Intended. There
is a gap between thatoric and practice
and there are disturblng continulties
with apartheld pracuces. Furthermore,

the Impact of new legislation is imited
in the context of Increasing
casuallsation and Informalisation of
work,

Formal sector employment has
dropped in some of the traditional
sectors while new Jobs have been
created in new workplaces such as call
centres. However, it is unclear to what
extent these are new Jobs or a
reorganisation of previously existing
ones,

The employment relatlenship Is
changing with a shift towards more
precarious forms of work, There has
been an Increase In casualisation while
migrant labour persists in mining, The
most significant trend Is the dramatle
increase In the Informalisatlon of
work. '

New employment and career
opportunities were Identlifled
especlally as a result of legislation
such as the Employment Equity Act,

However, there Is evidence that the
racial hlerarchy persists at the higher
lavel,

In terms of collective bargalning
and employment contracts, there Is a
drlve on the part of emplayers to
move to plant level bargaining. At the
same time, In line with International
trends, there Is a move towards
Individual contracts. However multl-
level bargalning s strongly embedded
In South Afrlcan Industrial relatlons
and continuas,

Unfon responses

Unlon responses vary. Relatlonships
with employers contlnue to be
adversarlal, especially at plant level.
However, there is some evidence of
greater cooperatlon in the workplace
as employers and workers recognise
that It Is In the Interests of ail to
ensure the sustainability of the
company. This was evident In the
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at the workplace

white goods sector whers the
employer threatened 1o close down
the company. In an attempt to retan
Jobs the union made sigruficant
concessions, but despite this, the
company relocated outside South
Afnica.

Across the case studies, there s
evidence of urions intervening
proactively at national level to shape
industrial palicy through sector
summits, However, at plant fevel,
unlons seem to lack capacity to
engage strategically with the new
human resource practices that are
emerging, such as individualisation of
contracts, cutsourcing and
casualisation,

The case study of Informahisation in
the footwear tndustry in
Pretermanitzburg highlights the issue
of the state’s capacity 1o enforge its
own legislation In this case workers
have little protection even though
progressive labour laws are in plage,

Canclusion

The political transition has severed the
link between the state and racial
despotism in the workplace. Traditional
apartheid workplate regimes no longer
exist in their earlier form. But there (s
not a simple rupture to 2 new
workplace; rather there are hybnd
combinauans emerging, In which new
praclices are evident as well as
conuinuities with the past. What is
clear, they conclude, is that workplace
change cannot be understaod in
1solation from the broader transition

taking place in South Afnica. The case study of informalisation in the footwear
m industry in Pietermaritzburg highlights the issue of
The research was presented by the state’ i f - . .
 Webster and Omar at a Swap ! e state’s capacity to enforce its own legislation,
workshop. Copres of the research In this case workers have little protection even
report titled 'Work restructuring in i T
though progressive labour laws are in pl i
post-apartheid South Africa’ are Sl aaas

avaifable from the SWOP office,
telephone (011) 712-4460
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