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Madam Chair, Honourable Members of Parliament, thank you for this very unique 
opportunity.  
 
Although this debate is mainly about beneficiation, in the time I've been granted to address 
you I will focus on the Metal and Engineering Industry, and specifically the Metal and 
Engineering Industry Bargaining Council (MEIBC), the 'elephant in the room' as far as 
manufacturing in South Africa is concerned. 
 
This Industry is hugely diverse, both in terms of the size of the role players in the Industry, 
micro businesses up to macro businesses, the location of role players throughout South 
Africa, from those in the economic hubs to those in rural areas, as well as the different 
sectors within the Industry. 
 
The following is an indication of the absolute diverse nature of this Industry: This Industry 
consists of Producers of Iron and Steel; Manufacturing Engineering; General Engineering; 
Building and Repairs to Ships and Boats; Construction Engineering; Electrical Engineering; 
Lift Engineering Industry and Plastic Industry.  
 
This Industry cannot be completely understood without an understanding of the role and 
impact of the MEIBC. 
 
You also cannot solve the problems of this Industry unless you deal with the MEIBC. 
 
The absolute diverse nature of this Industry, in respect of a wide range of areas, coupled 
with the 'one-size-fits-all' nature of the approach of the MEIBC, lies at the root of the 
dilemma manufacturing in South Africa finds itself in. 
 
Any attempt to address this Industry's challenges, and consequently the challenges facing 
manufacturing in South Africa, to make this Industry a creator of wealth and a creator of 
jobs, will not succeed unless the MEIBC is understood, unpacked and transformed. 
 
This is an Industry in decline:- 

 This Industry lost 700 000 jobs over the last thirty years; 

 just over the last five years it lost 250 000 jobs; and 

 the level of employment in this Industry is now what it was in 1972. 
 
Although global factors have played a role in this rapid decline of this Industry, through the 
role and impact of the MEIBC it has been its own worst enemy.  
 
The MEIBC has choked this Industry, especially SMME's, and unless this is addressed, 
nothing will solve this Industry's challenges.  
 



The MEIBC has created the platform where big business and big trade unions could create a 
world which suited them, but in doing so choked SMME's - that is whilst, if we reach the 
National Development Plan's employment targets by 2030, SMME's will create 90 percent of 
those jobs (this is also according to the National Development Plan).  
 
This NDP's target will however only realise if we do the right thing; and denying SMME's a 
say in matters that affects them directly, as the MEIBC is currently doing, is definitely not 
the 'right thing'. SMME's are completely marginalised as far as the outcome of MEIBC 
agreements are concerned.  
 
Arrangements negotiated in Johannesburg by big business and trade unions are made 
applicable and enforced on SMME's, even those in the most remote areas. This is indeed a 
bizarre arrangement: an Industry agreement which suits a big business in Johannesburg is 
made applicable on a micro business in Kuruman in the Northern Cape. 
 
That is whilst every aspect of doing business differs completely. 
 
In respect of all the important elements of doing business, i.e. raw materials, transport, 
energy, financing- and labour costs, the cost structure of a small business differs from that 
of a big business; and it makes a difference if you are situated in Johannesburg or in 
Kuruman. 
 
The MEIBC dispensation does not recognise this at all. 
 
So what must be done to turn things around?  
 
80 percent of employers do not see a future for this Industry. They stay in this Industry 
because there is no way out. That has to change. 
 
This Industry can be saved, things could be turned around, but only if the damaging role of 
the MEIBC effectively dealt with. 
 
South Africa has become fundamentally uncompetitive in the manufacturing environment. 
Ways must be found to turn manufacturing from a 'penalty' to an ‘advantage’. 
 
The current trend of de-industrialisation must be turned around. In this regard the 
difference between long-term de-industrialisation and a recession must be kept in mind; 
other than in the case of a recession, those jobs lost through de-industrialisation do not 
return.  
 
We also need to purposefully deal with the issue of competitiveness. The saying 'the man 
who got to the top did not fall there' applies in this scenario. China did not become the 
world's industrial powerhouse by doing nothing: they became what they are as a result of a 
predictable, sustained and deliberate industrial policy. 
 
Manufacturing must be treated as a critical wealth and job creator; and that is exactly what 
it will become if we 'get it right'.  



 
The youth, which is currently a liability because of the high unemployment rate, especially 
amongst young people, must become this Industry's greatest asset. Because of the current 
unrealistic cost of labour, young and inexperienced people do not have any job 
opportunities in this Industry. That has to change; but in order for that to happen, we will 
have to do things completely different.  
 
The issue of the cost of labour needs to be understood:- 

 this Industry is 30-40 percent more expensive than the second, third and fourth most 
expensive industries in South Africa; 

 this Industry currently costs an employer R100 000 per annum to employ an unskilled 
worker; 

 no regional or sustainable small business dispensation applies in this Industry; and 

 the exemption policy is a complete failure.  
 
What this Industry is in effect saying is this: unless an employer can manufacture something 
in terms of which a job can give a general worker R100 000, that job must be given to China. 
With this approach we have given hundreds of thousands of jobs to China. 
 
The MEIBC, from a point of socio-economic growth and stability, is a liability. 
 
It is now more than ever pressing that these issues be effectively addressed. 
 
I thank you. 


