
State Workers 

WORKERS IN THE STATE SECTOR 

The state has found ways and means to keep the various 
categories of civil servants united under common inter
ests. At the same time, the state has brought about 
division amongst other sections of workers. This means 
that it becomes very difficult to organise workers in 
the state sector into unions, as their interests seem 
so different. 

What is the 'public sector1, 'state sector', 
or 'civil sector'? 

The 'public sector' includes all businesses, departments 
or other institutions which produce goods or provide 
services and which are totally or partly owned by the 
state. 

Services such as roads, hospitals, traffic police, san
itary and other services are handled by provincial ad-
ministrations and local municipalities. Both these 
regional (provincial) and local (municipal) levels of 
government cannot be different in policy from the cen
tral government. 

The Commission for Administration lays down the employ
ment condition for people working in the central state 
sector and in the provincial administrations. This 
commission can make recommendations, but they have to 
be approved by a second party, usually a cabinet 
minister. 

Workers employed by provincial administration authori
ties have very similar wages and working conditions as 
workers employed by the central state authorities. 

Health workers, along with administrative and clerical 
workers and forestry workers, fall under the civil sec
tor. 
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The civil sector has grown over the last few years. It 
is likely to grow even more with the opening of the new 
departments for 'general1 and 'own affairs'. 

The civil sector has traditionally been marked by job 
reservation and racial discrimination. Blacks employed 
in the civil sector in the past usually had to do menial 
tasks, and they were employed in temporary positions. 
This is still the case for non-classified workers em
ployed in the provincial hospitals. On the other hand, 
the sate is trying to make the public service more at
tractive to black people. The state would like to see 
more black people working as 'officials1 in the state 
sector, so as to give them a stake in its political 
system. But even so, they are likely to be confined to 
departments of 'own affairs'. 

Race and class divisions in the state sector 

There are three kinds of employees in the civil sector: 

- 'officials' with permanent posts. They include 
administrative officials, clerks, professionals 
(such as engineers and lawyers), artisans, and all 
those who have a specific technical skill or 
qualification. They fall into the "General A 
Division". Most of them are given supervisory 
positions, for instance matrons, inspectors, 
storemen and others. 

- 'non-classified workers': they are either temporary 
workers or contract workers. They usually do manual 
jobs. Contract workers are worst off: They are 
usually employed for specific tasks or projects, and 
once these have been finished off, their contracts 
run out. Contract workers therefore face extreme job 
insecurity. 

The class division between 'officials* and temporary 
workers can further be traced through the state's per
sonnel strategy. The state wishes to co-opt the perma
nent officials; they are the ones who get offered 
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increased benefits in return for their loyalty. Tempo
rary workers, in contrast, are discriminated against. 
Every attempt is made to divide them, so that they will 
not take any united action. They did not get any im
provement in wages, benefits, and working conditions 
over the years. Contract workers, again, are worst off: 
they get absolutely no benefits. 

The sweetheart unions 

The racial and class division can also be seen in the 
unions into which the fofficials' and the 
'non-classified workers' have been organised. 

At the moment, there are three unions, called 'staff 
associations': 

- The Public Servants Association (PSA), which caters 
for white employees only. PSA members are permanetly 
employed 'officials'. 

- The Public Servant's Union (PSU), which caters for 
Indian employees only. PSU membership is made up by 
permanently employed 'officials'. 

- The Public Servants' League of South Africa (PSL), 
which is multiracial. The majority of the PSL's mem
bers are temporary workers. 

There is conflict between the temporary workers' union 
(PSL) and the two 'officials" unions (PSA and PSU). 

The PSA and PSU (the 'officials11 unions) are sympa
thetic to the state's new deal, whereas the PSL (the 
temporary workers' multiracial union) upholds ideals of 
union democracy and worker control. The PSL is somewhat 
critical of the state's moves. But the PSL itself has 
no independent bargaining-power. It is controlled from 
above by the authorities in the various departments of 
the state sector. 

Until now, no democratic or independent recognised trade 
union has been able to represent workers in the civil 
sector. The result is that the sweetheart staff asso
ciations PSA and PSU have gone unchallenged. 
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Pensions 

In the same way as state employees are divided between 
'officials1 and !non- classified1 staff, and as their 
unions are divided, so, too, are the benefits that the 
different categories of staff are getting. 

At the moment, there are two pension schemes. The Gov
ernment Service Pension Fund is for permanent officials, 
and the Temporary Employees1 Pension Fund is for tempo
rary workers- Contract workers are not covered by any 
pension provisions. 

'Officials1 automatically enter the pension fund. 8% 
of their monthly salary gets deducted for pension. 
Their pension fund includes gratuity and annuity. 

In the case of temporary workers, it was a long battle 
to secure pension provisions. Temporary workers do not 
enter the fund automatically. They have to wait for two 
years before they can contribute. They pay 5% of their 
monthly wage towards the pension fund. Workers are not 
paid a gratuity if they have more than 10 years1 

pensionable service. Instead, an increased annuity is 
paid in the form of a monthly pension. This measure 
caused a great deal of tension among workers in the civil 
sector. 
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Housing loans and subsidi 

Housing loans and subsidies are usually counted as the 
advantages of working in the government sector. On pa
per, all state employees can apply for housing loans and 
subsidies. But, in practice, it is only 'officials' who 
get these benefits• Most temporary workers live in 
council houses, shared houses, or they use makeshift 
accommodation. This is what makes them unable to apply 
for housing benefits. 

For those workers who have been able to buy houses, 
getting a loan and subsidy is still not automatic. 
Workers must be over 21 years of age and have contributed 
to the pension fund before they can apply for a housing 
loan or subsidy. This means that workers will have to 
wait for at least three years before they can even start 
applying - two years before they can contribute to the 
pension fund and one year of contributing to the pension 
fund. 

Secondly, the loans are pegged to salaries. Because 
wages are low, loans and subsidies are very small. Or
dinary workers often find it difficult even to raise the 
deposit to put down on a house. 

All these factors make it almost impossible for a tem
porary worker to buy a house. This privilege, in most 
cases, is only to be enjoyed by 'officials'. 

Where housing benefits are made available, they usually 
become a way of controlling workers. For those workers 
who do eventually get a housing subsidy are very cau
tious about joining a union and taking part in worker 
action. 
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TERRIBLE WORKING CONDITIONS 
TEMPORARY STATUS 

T h i s moans t h a t any l o c a l - r a t e - o f - p a y 
w o r k e r c a n be f i r e d w i t h -4 horn s 
no t i c e . 

For e x a m p l e : In 1984, a w o r k e r was 
f i r e d , b e c a u s e t h e w a r d s s h e was 
l o o k i n g a f t e r "wore d i r t y " , i t was 
a l s o s a i d t h a t " s h e h a d b e e n c h e e k y 
t o a s u p e r v i s o r " a n d t h a t s h e h a d 
b e e n c a u g h t d r i n k i n g t e a i n a 
s i d e - w a r d . 
The a u t h o r i t i e s i g n o r e d t h e f a c t 
t h a t t h e w a r d s s h e was l o o k i n g a f t e r 
were t e r r i b l y o v e r c r o w d e d . 
A s i s t e r w o r k i n g i n t h a t ward g a v e 
an a f f i d a v i t : 
" . . . S h e was a v e r y g o o d w o r k e r , and 
t h e ward was a l w a y s n e a t . I s e e no 
r e a s o n f o r h e r t o h a v e b e e n f i r e d . " 

LEAVE 

I f a d o m e s t i c i s p r e g n a n t , s h e g e t s 
no a c c o u c h e m e n t l e a v e . She h a s t o 
r e s i g n , a n d may b e r e - e m p l o y e d a f t e r 
d e l i v e r y , b u t s h e w i l l h a v e l o s t a l l 
t h e b e n e f i t s from h e r p r e v i o u s w o r k . 

When one of o u r w o r k e r s l o s t h e r 
m o t h e r , s h e was g i v e n no t a s i n g l e 

. d a y s l e a v e . In f a c t s h e had t o work 
u n t i l l u n c h t i m o on t h e day of t h e 
f u n e r a l . 

LONG HOURS OF WORK 

How would you f e e l a b o u t w o r k i n g 
t h e s e h o u r s ? 
The d o m e s t i c s i n o u r h o s p i t a l . . . 

• work 9 h o u r s a day 

• h a v e o n l y o n e day o f f p e r week 

• h a v e 19 d a y s l e ^ v e p e r y e a r 

• g o t h a l f - a n - h o u r f o r l u n c h a n d 
two t e a b r e a k s 

NO TRUE REPRESENTATION 
• Wo demand a democratic structure, that will represent 

us, and that will deal with our grievances. 

• We demand a p r o p e r d i s c i p l i n a r y p r o t o c o l : If the i"^ i s 
a d i s p u t e , t h e w o r k e r must have t h e r i g h t t o c a l l on 
a s s i s t a n c e from a member of thai , d e m o c r a t i c s t r u c t u r e . 

ft wo r e j e c t t h e H o s p i t a l Employees A s s o c i a t i o n , b e c a u s e 
i t h a s f a i l e d t o d e a l w i t h o u r g r i e v a n c e s in i n 
o f f e c t i ve way. 

ISSt'KD BY THf! CORONATION HOSPITAL WORKUPS COMM! HT1-
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Other grievances 

Workers in the civil sector complain about other things, 
such as 

- no job promotion 
- inadequate training 
- injuries on duty 
- working hours 

These grievances have hardly been addressed, as union 
organisation in the civil sector is still weak. What 
makes this situation very difficult is the fact that 
public sector workers do not fall under the Labour Re
lations Act, and therefore there is no formal grievance 
procedure. 

Union organisation 

Union organisation in all areas of public employment is 
extremely difficult. As we have said, before, workers 
are divided according to 

- permanent and temporary or contract positions 
- the benefits that they can get (housing loan and 
pension) 

- the degree of job security 
- race and class (and in some cases, residential area) 
which determine the wages of the workers 

- their membership of 'staff associations1 
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These divisions make united action very difficult. 

Apart from these divisions which disorganise and isolate 
workers, workers find that their workplace is controlled 
very tightly. Moreover, if workers do express their 
grievances, it is difficult to find out whom to address 
them to. For example, wages at a hospital are not laid 
down by the medical superintendent. It is the Commis
sion for Administration who is responsible for laying 
down the wage structure. This commission is far away 
from the scene of conflict. There is no way in which 
the workers can negotiate with the authorities at their 
workplace. 

Until now, there has been very little conflict between 
workers and authorities in the state sector. This is 
because workers are divided, and only very few black 
workers are organised in unions, and because workers in 
the public sector may not go on strike. The staff as
sociations (PSA, PSU, PSL) are helping the state to 
control and divide workers. Within these sweetheart 
unions, there is hardly any possibility for bargaining. 
Issues such as work rules, dispute procedure, and work
ing hours are simply not discussed. 

Nevertheless, some independent trade unions have started 
organising public sector workers, even though these un
ions are not recognised. The workers who have signed 
up for these unions are mostly temporary and contract 
workers. They are the ones who bear the brunt of low 
wages and bad working conditions, and have nothing to 
gain from the sweetheart unions. In some cases, also, 
workers have taken matters into their own hands. When
ever workers did express their grievances, they have 
been faced with a heavy-handed response from the state. 
The state has responded to workstoppages by dismissing 
workers. The authorities refuse to negotiate with 
worker representatives from any union. 

What has become clear through all this, is that 
organising in the public sector, to be successful, must 
take place on a national basis. Too often, worker action 
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has been sporadic and isolated, and workers have been 
defeated and demoralised. A national health workers' 
union, organised on the basis of various departments 
within the health services, would give workers at a 
particular workplace more strength. 

This article is drawn from Marcel Golding's article, 
Workers in the State Sector, South African Labour Bul
letin, vol. 10, no 15, March-April 1985 

CRITICAL HEALTH 

would l ike to appoint a par t - t ime 

Co- Editor/Administrator 

to take part in a l l aspects of production, d i s t r i b u t i o n , 
and administrat ion of CRITICAL HEALTH 

The job e n t a i l s : 

- s o l i c i t i n g mater ial for publ ica t ion 
- wri t ing and ed i t ing 
- typing and lay-out 
- d i s t r i bu t i on 
- administration/correspondence 
- fundraising 
- contact with other organisations working in the health field 

The person employed will work with an editorial collective. Decisions 
on content, direction, policy, etc. of CRITICAL HEALTH will be made 
collectively. 

Skills required: 

- wr i t i ng / ed i t i ng 
- lay-out 
- typing (word-processing a recommendation) 
- administrat ion 
- some organisational experience 

The person employed should share an understanding of the aims 
of CRITICAL HEALTH 

Remuneration: +/ - RA50 per month 

Application 

Apply in wri t ing t o : C r i t i c a l Health 
P.O. Box 16250 
Doornfontein 
2028 
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INTERESTED IN RURAL 
HEALTH CARE? 

THE HEALTH SERVICES DEVELOPMENT UNIT i s looking for a doctor 
t o work at Tintswalo Hospital (near Acorahoek in the Eastern Transvaal . ) 

WHAT FOR? 

We need someone to help us t r a i n Primary Health Care Nurses. We run a 
year long course which i s recognised by the South African Nursing Council. 
Our aim i s to produce PHCNs who can diagnose and t r e a t , manage c l i n i c s , 
and understand the r e l a t i onsh ip between hea l th and condit ions in the wider 
soc ie ty . 

WHAT IS THE HEALTH SERVICES DEVELOPMENT UNIT? 

The HSDU i s a un i t within the Department of Community Health at Wits 
Medical School. The Unit i s based a t Tintswalo Hospi ta l . Apart from the 
PHCN t r a i n i n g programme, we a l so have the following p r o j e c t s : 

Training the t r a i n e r s of primary heal th care workers. 

A continuing learning programme for PHCN graduates . 

Writing t e x t s for the PHCN t r a in ing course. 

Working with v i l l a g e based women's groups. 

A s a n i t a t i o n p ro j ec t . 

• 

WHAT SKILLS DO YOU NEED? 

We are looking for someone with the following q u a l i t i e s : 

• Some clinical experience. 

• Some understanding of the health problems in rural areas. 

• A commitment to providing good health care in rural areas. 

• Some teaching experience - preferably in adult education. 

The post is available immediately, but may be held open for a good ap
plicant. Applicants should be prepared to commit themselves to at least 
one, and preferably two years at Tintswalo Hospital. 

For further information contact Cedric de Beer at (Oil) 647-2269 or Margie 
Cairns at 647-2369. 

Submit applications, with a Curriculum Vitae, and the names and addresses 
of two referees to Margie Cairns, Dept of Community Health, Medical 
School, 7 York Rd. Parktown. 


