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The case for a 
national 
minimum wage 
for mineworkers 

»* 

T H E N U M i s d e m a n d i n g a 

n a t i o n a l m i n i m u m w a g e 

w h i l e I h e C h a m b e r o f 

M i n e s is r e s i s t i n g t o o t h 

a n d n a i l . 

A na t iona l m i n i m u m wage 
means all mining houses wi l l pay 
the same basic wage to workers in 
the lowest grade, if not more. 

The minimum wage decided on 
at Congress is R600 a month for 
underground workers and R543 
for surface workers. The union 
d id not reach this figure in nego
tiations, but mineworkers were 
able to accept the rises the Cham
ber offered for the l ime being. 

However, industrial action may 
be necessary at some t ime to 
force Ihc bosses towards a decent 
wage. 

A national minimum wage is 
the first step towards moving 
mineworkers to a living wage. 

The N U M has also proposed 
wages fo r the va r ious wage 
grades above the minimum. This 
is to bui ld a standard o f pay for 
ihc different jobs in the industry. 
At present the scales o f pay vary 
very much between the different 
mining houses. 

The union believes I he wages of 
workers should i lcpcnd on the 
job they do, not the mineral they 
mine or the mining house that 
administers ihc mine. 

First step 
U n i f o r m i t y i n the va r ious 

grades may take time tocstablish. 
but the union believes the first 
step is to establish a national 
minimum wage. 

The minimum wage lhat the 
union has demanded - although 
not achieved in ncgotairions with 
the Chamber - is a very reason
able sum-

It is in line with wages in the 
manufactur ing industry. What 
the new N U M wage policy wants 
to do is to move mineworkers 
f rom Ihc very bottom o f the wage 
ladder to the middle, l l wants the 
minimum wage in mining to be 
similar to the minimum wage for 
A I - the lowest grade - in other 
industries. 

The demand for a nat ional 
minimum wage is also a political 

demand. Today many firms arc 
exploiting the resources o f South 
Afr ica - the natural wealth o f the 
country which should be shared 
by all is being used for the enrich
ment of a very few. 

Union arguments 
In negotiations ihc union put 

forward its proposals for a na
tional minimum wage and a in* 
duslry wage structure. 

The Chamber o f Mines re
sisted bv saying "each mining 

group has ils own wage philos
ophy". But they arc unable to 
explain exactly what this philosa-
ophy is or on what it is based. 

W o r k e r s , o f course, would 
know ihat the botlom*tinc line of 
the mining houses' "philosophy* 
is exploitation. 

In negotiations with the Cham
ber Ihc union made a strong case 
for. a national minimum wage. 

T h e u n i o n sa id w h e n Ihe 
Chamber was first established, 
the mincbosscs said one of Ihc 
purposes of having a Chamber 
wou ld be t o have a standard 
wage. The union said although 
the mincbosscs wanted this tc 
keep wages down - the Chamber 
could not deny that there was a 
lot of logic in a standard wage. 

Blatant racism 
The union accused Ihc Cham

ber of "blatant and naked* racism 
because while workers were able 
to negotiate standard wages with 
the Chamber. Bui when it came 
to black workers, the Chamber 
fel l back on weak arguments like 
"that is the way it has always been 
done in Ihc past*. 

The union said the Chamber 
had no excuses for this racism -
there were no laws forcing them 
to negotiate in this way. 

The union pointed out that in 
other mining countries all mining 
unions which negotiated wi lh a 
central mine industry body, ncgo* 
t iatcd on uniform standards of 

pay. 
l l also reminded the Chamber 

that all olhcr employer bodies in 
South A f r i c a that negot iated 
wages and conditions of employ
ment with unions, negotiated na
tional standards o f wages. 

The Patcrson grading system 
was being used in the mining i n 
dustry by the different mining 
houses. But a worker graded A l 
on one mine would be paid a 
different wage to a worker on an
other mine. 

The different mining houses 
had standard rates of pay, and the 
union said it "could find no rea
son' why this principle should be 
nor applied al Chamber level. 

The union added the Chamber 
of Mines was a centralised body 
and ihc mining houses had cross 
holdings, shared board directors 
and used the same recruitment 
agency. 

Comrade Ramaphosa said the 
union'sgcncral satisfaction al the 
outcome of Ihc negotiations was 
marred by ihe increased gap be
tween the wages paid in ihe lower 
job categories by the different 
mining groups. 

He said the negotiations had 
highlighted (he need for a uni
form wage structure-

Union battles 
Chamber for 
every cent 
T H E u n i o n re j ec ted t he 

f i rs t offers o f the C h a m b e r 

o f a n 11 percent across the 

b o a r d i n c r e a s e . T h e 

C h a m b e r t h e n pu t t h e i r 

ofTers i n cash te rms wh i ch 

were j u s t as low* 
The NUM would not cvrn con* 

sidcr such ridiculous offers which 
were seen as insulting. 

Without reviewing ils offer the 
Chamber o f Mines declared a 
dispute with the union. The two 
par l ies o p t e d fo r ihe eslab-
lishmcnl of a Concil iation Board 
in an attempt loresolve ihc dead-
Sck. 

A t the Conc i l i a t i on Board , 
after careful thought and discus
sion ihc union reduced its mini* 
mum wage demands to R420 and 
R480 for surface and under
ground respectively. 

For Ihc Chamber Ihc new 
union position was still unaccept
able. The Chamber then made 
their final ofTer o f a minimum in
crease of RS6 surface and RA4 
underground in gold mines. In 
coll ieries they offered R59 as 
minimum for surface and R M for 
underground workers. 

First offer rejected 
This was overwhelmingly re* 

jeeted by mineworkers who did 
not sec any progress towards a 
living wage. 

Mineworkers then proposed 
lhat Ihc N U M opened informal 
talks with the Chamber to try and 
resolve Ihc wage war which had 
been raging for more than a 
month. The next alternative was 
mediation. 

In ils informal discussions wilh 
Ihc Chamber, Ihe N U M suc
ceeded in making the Chamber 
move from its final offer lo make 
an extra increase of Rfi a month 
across the board. 

More negotiations 
A f l c r meetings and report -

backs mineworkers accepted this 
increased offer. 

However the union wil l con-
linae negotiating on a standard 
contract industry-wide, an end lo 
compulsory overtime work, re
strictions on evictions from hos-
lels, negotiations over retrench
ments, two months notice on end 
of contract and health and safety. 

During negotiations the Cham
ber of Mines argued thai they 
were facing economic difficulties 
due to the fall in the price of gold 
and ihc prob lem of marginal 
mines which are no longer yield* 
ing high profits. 

On ihc other band, the union 
argued mincowncrsstil l refuse to 
pay properly the thousands o f 
men who work underground in 
highly dangerous conditions. 

In all other major mining coun
tries of the world* mining wages 
are well above manufacturing 
and other industry wages. This is 
because of the hard and danger
ous nature of the work. 

I n Sou th A f r i c a , however, 
wages for blacks on the mines are 
far below those in manufacturing, 
while whites on the mines earn 
more than whites in manufactur
ing. 

Whiles on the mines arc the top 
earners amongst all whites. 

The poverty wage policy of the 
Chamber of Mines has kepi black 
miners* wages amongst the lo
west of all black workers. 
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