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Historical Background 

 Initially, the Public Services Commission (PSC), established in 1912, 
regulated the remuneration and working conditions of public 
servants. 

 Then, between 1989 and 1993 three militant trade unions, 
NEHAWU, SADTU, and POPCRU, initiated the biggest strike wave 
in the history of public service in South Africa up to that time. 

 As a result of these unions’ actions a new labour relations 
dispensation was introduced. The outcome was the Public Service 
Labour Relations Act of 1993 that extended core labour rights for 
the first time to public servants. The Act granted statutory 
recognition  to trade unions organising public services. 



Rapid expansion of public service 
unions 
 Once the state had officially recognised public service trade 

unions, membership in these unions grew rapidly. 

 For instance, SADTU membership shot up from 40,000 in 1993 to 
more than 210,000 in 1999, an increase of 425%. 

 Overall, in 1999 there were 19 trade unions in the PSCBC (Public 
Services Coordinating Bargaining Council) with a total 
membership of 891,816.  

 Union density in the public services in the same year was about 
96%, remarkably high compared with Japan (67%), West Germany 
(75%), and Britain (80%) in the 1980s. 



Public service bargaining councils 

 The LRA of 1995 granted the same labour relations rights to 
employees in public service as to employees in the private sector. 

 It established the PSCBC statutorily and granted it the right to 
designate a sector of the public service for the establishment of a 
bargaining council.  

 The PSCBC elevated two existing bodies, the ELRC and the NNF 
for uniformed police to the status of bargaining councils, the ELRC 
and the SSSBC. 

 In addition the PSCBC created two more BCs, the PHSDSBC and 
the GPSSBC. The latter is actually a general, not a sectoral BC. 

 



Coverage of sectoral bargaining 
councils 
 The coverage of the four sectoral bargaining councils in the 

public service is as follows: 

 Education Labour Relations Council                                 350,000 

 General Public Service Sectoral Bargaining Council  250,000 

 Public Health and Social Development Sectoral BC  240,000 

 Safety and Security Sectoral Bargaining Council        125,000 

 Source: ILO, 2013, Collective Bargaining in the Public Service: A 
Way Forward. (The figures above may however be for 2005.)  



Representation of unions on PSCBC 

 The constitution of the PSCBC sets a minimum threshold of 50,000 
members to be represented.  

 However, this applies to groups of unions and there are four unions 
with fewer than 8,000 members, one with only 1,829 members (as 
of Dec.2011) represented on the PSCBC. 

 There are 8 groups of unions on the PSCBC representing a total of 
approximately 1.2 million employees (as of Dec.2011). 

 The PSCBC covers the entire public service excluding members of 
the National Defence Force, Intelligence Agents and SA Secret 
Service.  



Public service collective bargaining 
highlight: the 1996 settlement  

 The 1996 agreement was most remarkable. 

 Not only was it a three year agreement, but the wage increases of 
the first year were phenomenal. 

 The lowest paid grade 1 workers received a 29.5% increase; 

 Grades 2 to 6 workers all received a 35% raise; 

 Over and above these increases all grade 1 employees were 
automatically advanced to grade 2 in 1996, whether or not they 
qualified under a performance review. 

 The following two years wage increases at least matched inflation. 



Consequence of 1996 wage increases 

 Overall employment in the public service declined by more 
than 13% over 1996-98 (a loss of nearly 170,000 jobs). 

 But the loss was not shared by all: reduction of employment in 
grades 1 to 5 was over 19% while there was an increase in jobs 
of over 7% for the middle category (grades 6 to 9). 

 Total personnel costs as a percentage of budget expenses 
increased over the three-year period rose from 46.6% to 
50.1%. The state’s salary bill – ultimately borne by the 
taxpayer – increased by 12.2% per year on average. 

 



Run up to the 2007 strike 

 The 1999 round of negotiations produced the first ever legal 
strike of public service workers. Only 1.2% separated the 
workers’ demands from the government’s offer, 7.5% as 
opposed to 6.3%. 

 The ANC government unilaterally imposed and implemented 
its final offer. 

 This unresolved issue could have been an underlying cause 
that unleashed the 2007 strike, the largest and most 
damaging strike up to that time in the country’s history. 



The 2007 Strike 

 At the core of the strike was the dispute over the wage increase. 
 The public service unions opened with a demand for a 12% 

increase. The state offered an overall increase of 5.3% and stuck 
close to it.  

 700,000 public service employees went on strike. The strike lasted 
for 28 days and caused the loss of an estimated 14.4 million 
workdays. 

 The state gradually increased its offer to 7.5% and did not budge 
from there. And so the strike ended. 

 The education unions refused to sign the agreement as they 
deemed the wage increase to be too low. 
 



The 2010 Strike   

 This time public servants demanded a wage increase of 8.6%. 

 The government initially offered 7% which it increased by 
0.5%. 

 Shortly after the conclusion of the football World Cup, the 
public service strikes erupted and lasted for 20 days. 

 The final settlement included an average wage increase of 
7.5% and an increase in the housing allowance. 

 



The impact of these two strikes on 
working days lost is clearly 
demonstrated in the following chart 





Intimidation and force that accompanied 
strikes 1 

 During both the 2007 and 2010 strikes reports of intimidation, 
damage to property, the use of force and violence, appeared in 
newspapers around the country. For instance: 

 During the 2007 strike Weekend Argus (9 June 2007) reported that 
striking health workers, including  people in essential jobs, trashed 
sterile operating theatres, damaged instruments and equipment, 
and stopped all operations and surgical procedures at Tygerberg 
Hospital. 

 At Chris Hani Baragwanath Hospital nurses in the surgical wards 
received SMS messages and phone calls to the wards threatening 
that their homes and children were known. They fled . 



Intimidation and force that accompanied 
strikes 2 

 During the 2010 strike Cape Times (3 Sept 2010) reported that 
about 200 striking teachers stormed into a city exam venue, 
demanded that pupils and teachers leave and set fire to scripts. 

 These type of incidents led the Sunday Times (10 June 2007) to 
write in an editorial that  

“Civil servants have the right to strike in support of their wage 
demands. But striking teachers do not have the right to throttle school 
children and sjambok principles to disrupt schools;  and health workers 
do not have the right to use threats of violence to keep hospitals 
closed.” 

 



Where do we go from here? 

 But it is not only strike violence during public service strikes 
that is a problem, it is also the fact that strikes happen in the 
public service and that they are so extensive. 

 The question arises how strikes can be prevented and their 
negative impact on the economy  and society be reduced? 

 I am going to put forward two proposals that I expect some 
people will agree with and others not, but that is the aim of a 
conference like this, to float and discuss ideas that are 
currently not popular or not held by those in power. 



First proposal: restructure public service 
collective bargaining 1 

 My first proposal is that collective bargaining in the public 
services needs to be decentralised. 

 It is inappropriate that the whole public service which 
encompasses an enormously extensive range of occupations 
and professions with very diverse working conditions, 
negotiates wages and benefits in a single forum. It simply 
does not make sense. 

 It also increases the complexity immensely and reduces the 
probability of reaching an agreement that satisfies everybody. 

 

 



First proposal: restructure public service 
collective bargaining 2 

 Collective bargaining needs to take place in separate sectors. 
Teachers, nurses, and police should each negotiate their wages in a 
separate bargaining council. 

 There already exists three sectoral bargaining councils in the 
publics service that can bring similar professions together: the 
ELRC, PHSDBC, and the SSSBC. 

  But the GPSBC needs to be disaggregrated into distinct sectors. 

 I know the devil lies in the details and there would be many 
technical problems to overcome, but this is the right principle for 
effective collective bargaining.  



Second proposal: Introduce compulsory 
interest arbitration widely 1 

 I have for a long time had a serious ethical problem with strikes 
where it is not the employers who suffer, but innocent third parties 
such as patients in hospitals and children at school. 

 I racked my brain for an alternative to striking that would not turn 
collective bargaining into collective begging. 

 I finally found the answer when I heard Chris Albertyn speak about 
compulsory interest arbitration in the public service in Canada. 

 In Canada there is a wide range of public sectors where striking is 
not allowed and unresolved disputes have to be resolved by means 
of compulsory interest arbitration. 



Second proposal: Introduce compulsory 
interest arbitration widely 2 

 What finally persuaded me was the fact that wage increases 
where compulsory interest arbitration took place were almost 
the same as wage increases resulting from strikes.  

 

 The following slide provides empirical evidence. 

 It is taken directly from a presentation by Albertyn. 



PUBLIC SECTOR - ONTARIO 

In the 11-year period 1998 – June 2009: 

Arbitrated settlements: 407 (282,903 employees) 
- Average % increase: 2.5% 

Non-arbitrated: 2,842 (2,875,878 employees) 
- Average % increase: 2.7% 

 

Source: Chris Albertyn & Nancy Peace:   Interest Arbitration. 

               National Academy of Arbitrators 

                 Fall meeting, October 2009 

 

 



Second proposal: Introduce compulsory 
interest arbitration widely 3 

 To my mind strikes by teachers and nurses, amongst others, 
should not be allowed and be replaced by compulsory interest 
arbitration.  

 In order to do so the definition of essential service in the LRA 
will have to be amended.  

 



Second proposal: Introduce compulsory 
interest arbitration widely 4 

 At present the definition of  essential service states that it is                
“a service the interruption of which endangers the life, 
personal safety or health of the whole or any part of the 
population.”  

 The South African Police Service is also defined as essential. 

 To my mind the definition needs to be broadened to include 
the danger that serious economic or social damage can be 
inflicted on people and organisations beyond the immediate 
parties to the conflict. 



Conclusion 

 The public service plays a vital role in the life of a country. It 
constructs the infrastructure on which we build our economy, it 
ensures the safety and security of its people, and it provides for the 
development, care and welfare of all its citizens. 

 In order to do so it requires employment relations and human 
resources policies that work effectively and care for all public 
service employees.  

 Collective bargaining is at the core of these policies and requires to 
evolve from adversarialism to mutual problem-solving and social 
partnership.                                                                         I thank you 


