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Introduction

The primary reason for work is to earn a living, however what constitutes a living is relative to a subjective being. Without doubt millions of workers globally although working are growing poorer by the year, no less in our country. Research studies point to some alarming statistics in that as a country we are seeing growing levels of poverty, almost half [50%]  the nation is living in abject poverty and where the national median wage
 of  workers is R2800 per  month.  Income differentials between the rich and poor systemically shows an increasing tendency to escalate in favour of the rich. We witness the same divergence with regard to salary differentials between those with professional qualifications and those who are not certificated or with little certification.

The long road to a minimum wage 

This last century bears testimony to the fight for a minimum wage from the side of the trade unions, however what constitutes a ‘minimum wage’ still bears investigation. Adding and sometimes compounding this debate is the notion as to what constitutes a ‘living wage’. According to Anker
 : [1] “An important reason why a living wage is not more widely applied is that there is neither a generally accepted definition of what a living wage is, nor is there a generally agreed methodology on how to measure a living wage. Partly because of this, many companies do not attempt to pay their workers a living wage and many governments do not seriously consider worker needs when they set legal minimum wages.” 
The above quotation sums up the challenges when consideration is given to the establishment of a minimum wage standard. 

However, whilst the concepts of a ‘minimum wage’ and a ‘living wage’ have been used synonymously and most times interchangeably, the question to ask is: What do these concepts really imply in the context of the world of work. To this  end, we look at some international instruments that define these concepts as a way forward.
According to Articles 23 (3) and 25 (1) of the Universal Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights: 1949 United Nations (UN):

Article 23 (3) 

Everyone who works has the right to just and favourable remuneration ensuring for himself and his family an existence worthy of human dignity, and supplemented, if necessary, by other means of social protection.

Article 25(1)

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control. 

In terms of the Minimum Wage Convention,1970 (No 131)
 ,the ILO has defined minimum wages as: “the lowest level of remuneration permitted …which in each country has the force of law and which is enforceable under threat of penal or other appropriate sanctions. Minimum wages fixed by collective agreements made binding by public authorities are included in this definition”.
In terms of Article 3, Minimum Wage Fixing Convention:

“The elements to be taken into consideration in determining the level of minimum wages shall, so far as possible and appropriate in relation to national practice and conditions, include--

(a) the needs of workers and their families, taking into account  the general level of wages in the country, the cost of living, social security benefits, and the relative living standards of other social groups;

(b) economic factors, including the requirements of economic development, levels of productivity and the desirability of attaining and maintaining a high level of employment.”

In public policy, a living wage is the minimum income necessary for a worker to meet  their needs that are considered to be basic. …These needs include shelter (housing) and other incidentals such as clothing and nutrition.

Social Accountability International
 defines a living wage as: 

The remuneration received for a standard work week by a worker in a particular place sufficient to afford a decent standard of living for the worker and her or his family. Elements of a decent standard of living include food, water, housing, education, health care, transport, clothing and other essential needs including provision for unexpected events.

From the definitions stated above the following elements are derived that expand and contextualises the concepts within the world of work, which are:
· The right to remuneration which is internationally acknowledged as a fundamental human right and has been incorporated at domestic level in some form or another for e.g. sectoral determinations set a minimum no go below standard.
· Some form of sanction may enforce a minimum wage, set within a country. At domestic level sectoral determinations do serve this purpose and naturally can be enforced. 
· Every worker has a right to remuneration to ensure a decent standard of living for him and his family. Within the South African context, the social protection net, which is State sponsored aims fundamentally to improve standards of living and although meagre, it does have the effect of reducing poverty. 

· The concept of a decent standard of living is further expanded into the following elements, which include housing, food, water, education, health, care, transport, clothing and other essential needs. This will be discussed in more detail later on.
In South Africa wages is subject to regulation
 and/or negotiation
. Minimum rates of pay are regulated through the various sectoral determinations pertinent to the sector they serve, whilst sectors not under sectoral regulation may well negotiate their remuneration levels. Hence, systemically we encounter inequalities between low and high wage earners, since high income earners are in a more favourable position to negotiate their own wages as compared to a domestic worker working in a private household cut off from worker solidarity. The vulnerable sectors especially the farm and domestic workers function largely outside the realm of formalized collective bargaining, with the State being instrumental through a consultative process in setting minimum wages in those sectors. Such determinations in the sectors they regulate approximate to an average wage of approximately R2000 per month. 

On the other hand, we have experienced the power of bargaining with the Marikhana Strike where workers themselves set a minimum standard of R12 000 per month through hardcore strike action. The same can be said of farms workers in the Western Cape after the last strike where the minimum daily rate was set at R105. 
Salary entry levels in the public sector approximate to between R5000-R8 000 per month. Entry levels in the private sector are much lower where wages below R1000 are recorded.

Hence, if we take entry-level wages per sector as the minimum wage level in that sector then there are already broad scale discrepancies between sectors themselves.  
However coming to the vulnerable sectors, CONSAWU has focused specifically in the farm, contract cleaning and domestic sector, through its unions who are representative in the sector. A basic study carried out by CONSAWU facilitators at four workshops in the Gauteng and Western Cape Provinces totaling 120 workers in the farm and domestic sector has recorded the following result.  
The format below records the input taken as average income and expenses of the group:

	
	Average earnings 
	Average Expenses 
	Essential expenses 
	Remarks 

	1. 
	R2500 
	R500 
	Travelling [to and from work]
	Apartheid construct –predominantly black workers living in townships away from economic hubs and so called white areas /upper class suburbs

	2. 
	
	R350 
	VAT at 14%
	All consumers pay this regardless of earnings 

	3. 
	
	R300
	Rent/house/board 
	Persons having no houses either rent or board.

	4. 
	
	R200 
	Electricity 
	

	5. 
	
	R300 
	Fees for Crèche
	Giving long hours of travelling to and from work –most use public transport –keeping children in a crèche is a safer, though costly option

	6. 
	
	R200 
	Water 
	

	7. 
	
	R100
	Medicines 
	Basic, symptomatic and preventive e.g. flu medication /pain killers

	8. 
	
	R200 
	Transport for school 
	 On average per week for 2-3 children

	9. 
	
	R350
	Food /clothes/ school fees/  
	After essential expenses on average R350 is left for food and other expenses per month to feed an average family of anything between 4-8 people. Hence an average family size of six persons may live on R1.90 a day 


	VAT Free Food items 
	Average Price 
	TOTALS

	Miele Meal 
	R70
	

	Eggs [30] 
	R35 
	

	Tinned fish [per can 375ml]
	R14 
	

	Oil 
	R70 
	

	Sugar
	R70 
	

	Cabbage 
	R10
	

	Pumpkin [per kilo] 
	R8
	

	Sugar Beans [per kilo]
	R25
	

	Samp [per kilo] 
	R15
	R317 

	Other expenses 

	School uniforms 
	R1000[ Per year] 
	R1000 [Parents have to save for this on a monthly basis or take a loan]

	Funeral Policy 
	150-200
	


Clearly, whilst this study is not scientifically based, and essentially expresses more the needs of workers, it does give one a sense of the level of poverty that exists in the sectors. Combined figures for both these sectors show that approximately two million workers, while working live in poverty. If we look at the sectors under regulation by sectoral determination, we may be looking at approximately 3.5 million workers. 
A closer examination of Article 3 of Convention 131, implores us to look at certain elements when consideration is given to any determination regarding minimum wages. These are the needs of workers and their families, the general level of wages in the country, the cost of living, social security benefits, and the relative living standards of other social groups as well as economic factors that will ensure productivity and high levels of employment.
From the basic study above we can extract the five most important needs indicated by workers which are: housing/ shelter, food, medical care, education and transport. Clearly the minimum wage in these sectors are not such that caters for all these needs adequately. However, the provision of low cost housing, free medical care, no fee schools and the provision of social grants, which is State sponsored  does contribute to reducing poverty levels in these sectors, but such resources are limited and in many cases inaccessible. Of concern is the high cost of food and transport. Therefore, when considering the setting of a national minimum wage in the sector will state sponsored social security be given account, as they do contribute to the overall income of a household in the form of ‘secondary benefits’. We term these ‘secondary benefits’, since most if not all low wage earners fall outside the social security net that is offered to medium to high wage earners. Social grants
, which are state sponsored, also do contribute to the overall income of a household with regard to low income earners, especially.  
Article 3, further directs that consideration be given to the relative living standards of other social groups as well as economic factors that will ensure productivity and high levels of employment. In the South African scenario, we see huge differentials between low and high-income earners.  As mentioned earlier salary differentials between sectors themselves display a tendency to vastly diverge from the mean set by the sectoral determinations, as a result of formalized collective bargaining. 
The question then arises: 
1. Why do we want a national minimum wage in South Africa? 
2. What purpose do we want it to serve? 
As CONSAWU, our unequivocal voice is that wage regulation of the vulnerable sectors through the mechanism of sectoral determinations vastly reduces levels of exploitation in work contexts of the poorest of the poor workers. Whilst we may not agree on the minimum wage standards as promulgated under these determinations, these determinations are legal tools that affords the worker and unions the means to enforce the standard of a minimum wage, as well as basic conditions of service. Whilst a minimum wage standard as set by these determinations will have little impact on the achievement of substantive equality it does provide us with a standard beyond which no employer may go which in itself is a baby step towards the achievement of substantive equality.  Therefore it is our contention as the Confederation of South African Workers Union  that a national minimum wage must address both the achievement of substantive equality as envisaged under section 9 of the Constitution of the Republic
  read in conjunction with section 27 with the specific aim of  reducing  poverty levels in the country. We will expand on this point later.
If we take the standard rates for domestic workers of R2065.47 and R1812, 57 we find that these rates are pegged slightly above and just below the international poverty line indicator of $1.25
 [R12.93] per day, per a four-member family. In itself, a minimum wage in this sense does not have a significant effect on the reduction of poverty of those employed. However  when viewed in the context of the unemployed the scenario does look better as the income generated from such work does provide relief to the families of such workers, however meagre, which in most cases is also supplemented through ‘secondary income’ sources such as social grants
, indicated above. 
For the trade unions to translate the needs and aspirations of their members into ‘one ballpark’ figure that connotes   what constitutes a ‘national living wage’ or ‘a national minimum wage’ is an onerous task as there is no scientific basis in calculating the subjective notions of our members or what really constitutes their needs. Moreover, when unpacking the elements of both concepts above an element of commonality is envisaged when the fundamental norm is taken to mean:  ‘the needs of workers and their families
’ or ‘remuneration received for a standard work week by a worker in a particular place sufficient to afford a decent standard of living for the worker and her or his family’
. 
Before we unpack and crystallize our thinking with regard to the above, we need to look at the notion of what constitutes an average family size in the South African context. Whilst this poses its own challenges, which this paper will not dissect, it would suffice to say that an average family size in the South African context does not fit into the meaning as envisaged through western eyes. The high percentage of HIV-AIDS orphans, the cultural trend of polygamy, the tendency of migrant workers to hold two or more households especially during the apartheid era, the high rates of teenage pregnancy, high divorce rates, growing single parent households and child headed households  all compound to challenge the concept.  
Further, there seems to be no national or international mean or instrument that defines or measures as to what would constitute a decent standard of living. In the country, we record wanton and indecent salary disparities between high and low income earners to the extent it is has become a highly emotive issue. Pay disparities defined as the wage differentials between low and high-income earners, has consistently been a cause for concern for both unions and workers alike as it is the single most emotive criterion in defining inequality in the country. Service delivery and labour strikes bear testimony to this. How then do we unpack the notion of a ‘decent standard of living’  when on the one hand we have a domestic worker with a take home pay of R2000 as opposed to a CEO with a monthly package in excess of R1 million. Even if we take the national average earning per month of R14911
, the average median in the country, it simply means that close to half the workforce is earning an average median wage of less than R2800 a month. Therefore in terms of the above it becomes difficult to contextualise in real terms what would constitute ‘a decent’ standard of living’ in the country
However, as a starting point on the dialogue of what would constitute ‘á decent living standard of living ’ in our interactions with workers the following criteria are derived to give us a sense of a decent standard of living in that they state that at a basic level they need an income for:

· Clothes and toiletries to keep one clean and to protect against weather elements.

· Electricity/ gas/ paraffin  to cook food and provide light 

· Water for drinking, cleaning and household purposes 
· Proper houses for shelter with good sanitation 
· Proper food [at least two meals a day] 
· Education for their children, which allows them to break out of the poverty cycle.
· Transport [to and from work for workers and to and from school for children] 

· Medicines and hospital  care 
In no way does the above criteria give resonation to a definition of what connotes ‘á decent standard of living’ as this is only a statement of needs as expressed by our members. If we take food as an example  what criteria do we apply to cost what it would take to keep a person healthy where the  variables themselves translate into age, sex, level of activity, nature of job, height, demographics etc. If we use vat free foods as an indicator of healthy foods then the rising cost of food and other services and consumables attached to the production of such foods do not premise a static indicator of cost of living expenses.  Hence by its very nature the variable of ‘cost of living’ becomes an inconsistent variable in the formulation of what constitutes a decent standard of living. Another presumption then attaches to the argument above is that as cost of living expenses rise, by implication then there would be a need to adjust what is deemed the national minimum wage.  Therefore, it is contended that, a national minimum wage cannot by its very nature be a constant as an indicator of poverty reduction. The national minimum wage concept would have to be supported by other variables such as social security/social assistance measures to ensure a more holistic approach to poverty reduction and improved standards of living. 
Conclusions and the way forward

1. Impact of sectoral determinations 

The thinking behind and promulgation of sectoral determinations was a major step in regulating the wage of the working poor, particularly the vulnerable sector. Whether or not sectoral determinations, have had an impact in reducing the levels of poverty in the country is a matter open to dialogue. However,  what is of importance is that these determinations by their legal nature and content enforce not only minimum rates of pay, but conditions of service as well thereby setting minimum standards of work as informed by the Basic Conditions of Employment Act. These instruments have been active currently for over ten years and the effect thereof is not consistent with the prediction of large scale unemployment after the promulgation and enforcement of these determinations. Still, there is also an element of caution in that if minimum wages are set too high, will private households in the domestic sector, farming enterprises, contract cleaning and others be able to absorb such increases given the current state of the economy. 
However, the effect of minimum wages as set by the determinations may have the following effect:

Firstly, if wages are set above the poverty line it may mean that households of such workers may be lifted out of the poverty line index, assuming there is one wage earner or more. However, research studies do point to the fact that poorer households are larger, as discussed above. Therefore, the impact of an increase to above the poverty line may have little or no effect.  
Secondly, given the huge discrepancy between the median wage of R2800 and average wage earning of R14911, the challenge that presents itself is how do we decrease the wage differential that favours the progressive achievement of substantive equality.  If we take the median between the two figures i.e. R14911- R2800 =12 811{2} = R6405, would this be a realistic and achievable norm, for the vulnerable sector, especially the farm and domestic sectors. Would this not lead to large scale unemployment as workers would be priced out of the labour market?  

Thirdly, if we set the minimum wage to above the qualifiers
  as set by SASSA wherein households may have access to social assistance would this imply that households may no longer access these grants. Would there be a concomitant increase of the household income criterion to ensure recipients receive continued relief.   For example, a child support grant is accessed by 11,703,165
 grantees configured on net household income of a   single parent who earns less than R39600 and a married couple earning a combined income of less than R79200. 
For example if we set a minimum wage in the sector to be R3500 on gross earnings per month, this translates to yearly earnings of  R42 000. In effect we see this as the final equation below per day, per household and per person assuming it is a single wage earner household:
R3500 /30 = 116.66 /4 = R29.16 per day per person 

R3500 /30 = 116.66 /6 = R19.44 per day per person 

R3500 /30 = 116.66 /8 = R14.58  per day per person 

This means that whilst households may be lifted out of the poverty line index, does it then mean that the a ‘decent standard of living’ mean has been achieved. Obviously, the concept is far more complicated then these simple calculations and research is needed to provide us with more concrete computations as to what constitutes a ‘decent standard of living’. One also sees a negative  progressive effect of the above computations on  larger households with regard to the poverty line index.  
Clearly, as indicated above a national minimum wage set outside the ambit of qualifiers set by SASSA, may also have the effect that households no longer qualify for certain grants. This would then translate to a considerable savings on social assistance distribution by government. If in fact this is the intention of government, then we need to have input from government.   
2. The impact of government sponsored social assistance/ security  

Section 27 (1) of the Constitution
 makes provision for socio-economic rights such as health care, food, water, social security and social assistance. The Bill of Rights places an obligation on government to progressively realise these rights.

Social Security
 in the form social grants have a specific context in that they are geared towards elevating hunger, and making means for the poorest of the poor to live. Whether or not, the grand scheme of redistributing wealth to create a more equitable society fits into this scheme is debatable. Given, that the distribution of payouts is based on criteria that is exclusive i.e. on age, illness and disability; persons of employable age who are unemployed do not receive social assistance in any form other than the limited payments that are made by the UIF
 to workers who have lost their employed status. The effect of this is that the unemployed are excluded from any social assistance benefit, which exposes their families to poverty. Hence, a national minimum wage for the vulnerable worker must give cognisance to more comprehensive long-term social security measures for workers who may lose their jobs for whatever reason. 
However, given the inequalities inherent from the past regime, the effect and impact of such grants do in fact stem the tide of growing poverty as contended above, in that  16, 642,643
 million [approximately 40% of the population] South Africans receive social grants. Workers in the vulnerable sectors given the current determinations do qualify for child grants such as child support and foster care, which supplements the household income. Child support grants compute to 11,703,165
 recipients and child foster care grants record 499,774
. The current pay out on a child support grant is R330 and pays to a maximum of six children, which computes to R1980 per month for households comprising the maximum of six children.  Further, the aged and disabled in a household qualify for social grants as well. Whilst these measures may supplement household incomes, it does not answer the crucial question as to how we address the question of a minimum wage especially in the vulnerable sector. The questions that arise are: 

Firstly, do we consider the supplementary value of such grants and benefits on household income when considering the minimum wage? 
Secondly, do we separate state sponsored social assistance/ welfare contributions to households when considering the minimum wage?
Thirdly, if we do separate state sponsored social security measures such as housing and medical care from any calculation of the minimum wage in the sector then what is the contribution of business and individual employers to worker social security benefits and how would it impact on these entities? 

Fourthly, the provision of state sponsored free/ low cost housing, no fee schools, free medical care are measures that contribute to the elevation of poverty as low income earners are largely dependent on these benefits without having to invest or contribute to them. How would work place engineered social security benefits impact on their take home pay?

 Hence, any discussion and debate considering the question of a national minimum wage may also have to take into account the impact of these socio-economic benefits on poverty alleviation when such determination is made.

The construction of a ‘care economy’ 

Of major concern to CONSAWU is the fact that a large percentage of the vulnerable sector constitutes women. Given their political, cultural and economic oppression both, past and current, how do we address the question of inherent gender inequalities systemic in the world of work and how do we create spaces for women to access economic opportunities that will cause their advancement out of the cycle of poverty.  The question then arises as to what systems approach do we create in order to structure a ‘care economy’ sensitive to the needs of women and how would these needs be actualized in workplaces, where the sector is largely outside the realm of collective bargaining. The most common being the right to breast feed their babies and crèche facilities in workplaces. 
In terms of articles 4 and 5 of The Workers with Family Responsibilities Convention
:
Article 4 

With a view to creating effective equality of opportunity and treatment for men and women workers, all measures compatible with national conditions and possibilities shall be taken—

(a) to enable workers with family responsibilities to exercise their right to free choice of employment; and

(b) to take account of their needs in terms and conditions of employment and in social security

Article 5 
All measures compatible with national conditions and possibilities shall further be taken-
(a) to take account of the needs of workers with family responsibilities in community planning; and
(b) to develop or promote community services, public or private, such as child-care and family services and facilities.
Whilst, CONSAWU is cognisant of the fact that this Convention has not been ratified by government, the above articles do resonate with the section 27
 socio-economic rights as enshrined in the Constitution read in conjunction with section 9
. Therefore, CONSAWU proposes that as a first step we take cognisance of the provisioning of the following basic amenities in communities:

· The qualitative provisioning of no fee schools that must be located in communities where the needs are greatest in improving access to education. 
· Improve access to primary health care centers that provide services which take into account family health, primary health, family planning, VCT services, mental health. It is envisaged that the human resource provisioning with regard to doctor –patient and nurse –patient ratios be progressively reduced to ensure timeous treatment and qualitative service delivery.

·  Develop child/ youth care community centers that promote sport, guidance and counselling, library facilities, crèche facilities that reduces the burden of after school care on working parents. It is also envisaged that early childhood development ECD] be one of the focal areas of attention at such centers. The intention and purpose of such centers should be to promote healthy life styles and choices for the youth, yet providing a safe haven for children whilst their parents/ guardians /siblings work. We see a cohesion between government, employers/ employer’s organisations and workers/ worker organisations in ensuring the promotion and success of such centers.  
It is our contention as the South African Workers Union that if we are to achieve the notions of substantive equality then we need to level the playing fields of equal opportunity and equal treatment at the most basic, but most important level of our communities and that is the family unit.   It is therefore submitted that meaningful and substantive change would be quantifiable and justifiable in any investment where communities are developed. 
CONSAWU, therefore proposes, that before it makes a pronouncement on what would constitute a minimum wage in the sector:

· A qualitative and quantitative needs analysis needs to be conducted on the impact of State sponsored social assistance/security on the reduction of poverty not only in the sector, but also in households where no one is employed
 as the impact of a minimum wage standard may well influence employment rates in the sector. 
· An assessment of the needs of communities [commencing with the poorest of the poor] with regard to the provisioning of basic utilities and services. 

· The development and creation of a social security fund that offers long term relief for the unemployed. 
Finally, in conclusion we The Confederation of South African Workers Union we place on record our sincere gratitude to the Portfolio Committee for having invited us to this session. 
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