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Emphasis will have to be placed on mass access to jobs, while maintaining 

standards where decent jobs exist, write Sandile Zungu 

WE ARE all in agreement that unemployment, poverty and inequality are the key 

challenges facing our society. However, until we have dealt with unemployment, 

we will not be able to address the other two. If we succeed in getting to grips with 

unemployment, we will automatically have begun making significant inroads in 

poverty and inequality. 

We do understand that full employment, or significantly lower unemployment 

levels, does not necessarily "trickle down" and resolve all the challenges of 

inequality. But it goes a long way towards reducing the inequality between those 

employed, and the large number of those, particularly among the youth, who are 

unemployed. 

This has been emphasised internationally. At the United Nations (UN) General 

Assembly in September, International Labour Organisation (ILO) director-general 

Guy Ryder said: "Governments should put jobs at the centre of the policy agenda. 

This includes putting in place active labour market policies, getting investment 

moving again, focusing on education, and finding greater consensus to tackle 

workplace disputes that affect jobs." 

This is not one of those libertarian arguments for deregulation and a laissez faire 

approach to the labour market. We understand the need for an element of state 

intervention. Labour legislation must satisfy the provisions of the constitution and 

of the ILO conventions to which SA has signed up. We accept and support the 

need for: 

•Minimum wage regulation and minimum standards at work that protect 

employees of unscrupulous employers from gross exploitation in terms of wages 

and work conditions; 

•Laws and regulations requiring effective standards of health and safety in the 

workplace; and 

•A just labour relations and collective bargaining regime. 

However, we need to prioritise jobs if we are to address poverty and inequality 

effectively. And that means: 



•Wages need to be related to market conditions. Real increases depend on 

improved productivity. That is co-dependent on better management and 

widespread, industrially relevant workforce skills; 

•A return to realising the vision of a rational labour relations environment, where 

management and labour seek to deal with disputes on a problem-solving basis, 

addressing mutual interests of productivity and employment conditions. We are 

conscious that shop-floor relationships need to be improved, and that management 

and employees carry their share of responsibility in achieving this; 

•Labour laws should strive to achieve a balance between the promotion of 

efficiency for employers (encouraging, not discouraging, employment creation) 

and the protection of workers. This is particularly so for new forms of work that 

provide the opportunity for flexible production and decent work if they are 

properly regulated; and 

•Social grants and other forms of social protection are today a critical source of 

income for the unemployed and other poor people and, next to employment, are the 

most effective bulwark against poverty and inequality. The world of work has 

shifted fundamentally in the past two decades. We have a globally competitive 

business environment, harsh financial and economic conditions, rapidly changing 

demographic structures worldwide, and new technology which, if not harnessed, 

will leave laggard economies and firms uncompetitive. That will make those 

economies subject to greater unemployment, poverty and inequality. Businesses 

need to be innovative and flexible to be competitive and sustainable. 

Critical issues on which we would like to be able to engage with our social partners 

in the process that lies ahead include: 

•Making it easier simply to establish a formal sector business. This is not 

technically a labour market issue, but it could have a major effect on jobs; 

•Dealing with disincentives to employment without negating measures that ensure 

fairness. For example, dismissal procedures that are challenged are inordinately 

complicated and drag on forever. It is possible to sustain fairness while enhancing 

efficiency; and 

•We would like social dialogue to explore less onerous mechanisms to promote 

decent work in nonstandard employment that would provide fair protection to 

workers without the need for complicated litigation. 

What of the labour relations environment? All of us need to look at this challenge 

frankly and with an open mind. It has become a serious obstacle on the path 

towards remedying the challenges of unemployment, poverty and inequality. 



Events of the past few years appear to have destabilised the institutions which, 

since the 1990s, underpinned a relatively stable, if not always optimal, labour 

market. 

We have dire investor sentiment. There has been some talk of an investment strike. 

That clearly is not the case given the amount that continues to be invested. But it is 

true that events since 2012 have made investors, local and foreign, more doubtful 

about the chances of earning a fair return. 

Business believes that better relations and communication between workers and 

employers are critical for labour market stability. Better support for negotiations 

from unions and employers should strengthen such talks and reduce the tendency 

to violence. 

As employers, we know we need to manage in a way that enhances workplace 

labour relations. We have been thinking about ways of deepening workplace 

democracy. 

On a national minimum wage, SA already has a sophisticated system of wage 

regulation. In addition to collective bargaining, the labour minister sets minimum 

wages and working conditions in sectors of the economy considered vulnerable. 

While these provisions need to be better enforced, we do not understand what a 

national minimum wage would give us that we do not already have. 

Policy measures, including on a minimum wage, should not reduce the demand for 

labour by making employment financially unfeasible. Lifting minimum wages 

substantially without regard for commercial realities will do precisely that. On its 

own, a minimum wage can have little positive effect. The pressing challenge is to 

transform the economy to employ more people. 

This view finds expression in the National Development Plan, where it is stated 

that "labour relations involve buyers and sellers in a highly contested terrain where 

there are extreme income and wage inequalities. Achieving desired social 

objectives is a challenge, particularly given competing interests of reducing mass 

unemployment, raising living standards and closing the earnings gap. In the earlier 

phase of the plan, emphasis will have to be placed on mass access to jobs, while 

maintaining standards where decent jobs already exist." 

The New Growth Path states: "Creating more and better jobs must lie at the heart 

of any strategy to fight poverty, reduce inequalities and address rural 

underdevelopment." 

As business, we cannot agree more. Unlocking SA’s potential and rebuilding 

confidence and integrity in our labour market will require bold leadership from us 

all. We are ready to play our part. 



• Zungu, vice-president of the Black Business Council (BBC), delivered this speech 

to the Nedlac Labour Indaba on Tuesday on behalf of the BBC and Business Unity 

SA. 

 


