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Social dialogue at the national level has become an important component of good governance in many countries – including SA. Social dialogue has no single country. A perusal of the pages of the latest Nedlac Annual Report will give some idea of where the institution has been particularly successful in securing results, and those areas in which Nedlac has been less successful. It is important – in analysing the report of Nedlac – to distinguish between benefits associated with the processes of social dialogue and those related to the outcomes of social dialogue. Nedlac nonetheless remains a central place where greater consensus can be achieved among key stakeholders on a diverse range of policy issues.
Three important areas of work which commenced in 2007 were the HIV-Aids Task Team which is looking at the national strategic plan on HIV-Aids – and how the social partners should contribute to it. The NSP was highlighted in the recent State-of-the-Nation Address. The second issue is social security and retirement reform, on which a serious engagement has already commenced at Nedlac. The third is the review of SETAs, which was also referred to in the State-of-the-Nation Address. These are some of the areas of policy in which Nedlac has recently been pro-active.

One of the major over-arching issues addressed by Nedlac was an in-depth peer review of the various commitments by government, labour, business and community, on the implementation of their commitments in the 2003 Growth and Development Summit (GDS). This proved to be a most valuable exercise, as it enabled Nedlac to give an authoritative report on the GDS to President Thabo Mbeki at the Joint Working Group meeting on 17 July 2007. 
It also became apparent from that assessment that it was necessary to align the GDS more closely with the targets and goals of the recent Accelerated and Shared Growth Initiative for SA (AsgiSA). Although several of the socio-economic challenges remain the same, economic circumstances have changed considerably since the GDS was finalised five years ago and it requires to be updated.
In the first Annual Report on Asgi-SA (February 2007 – p.34) the link between it and the role of social partners is emphasised more than once:-
‘It is clear that government should continue to drive the AsgiSA programme, and all the AsgiSA partners – including trade unions, businesses, NGOs and foreign governments – should be encouraged to continue and enlarge their commitments and contributions to AsgiSA. This annual report provides a platform for all stakeholders to review AsgiSA’s progress and to renew commitments.

AsgiSA is helping change the South African mindset. It is opening up possibilities for success in the fight against poverty and unemployment ant seemed impossible only a few years ago. Government organisations, private companies and SOEs have all reviewed their plans and scaled them up in the light of the new vision of accelerated and shared growth, revealed with AsgiSA’s help.’
But we need – as we assess social dialogue – to understand that it is a long-term process. If we look back over the past 13 years in which Nedlac has existed, we can see that it has also made an important contribution to the emergence of ‘consensual stability’ in SA. ‘Consensual stability’ has made several of SA’s achievements to date possible by helping to create common ground for action wherever feasible. The road to ‘consensual stability’ has not always been an easy or a smooth path to follow but it has undeniably underpinned SA’s achievements to date. Now it will be needed even more than ever before.
What are some of our new challenges? Drawing on the State-of-the-Nation Address by President Mbeki on 8 February, we can identify five main priorities:-
1.
To resolve the electricity emergency and minimize the damage to the economy caused by power outages
2.
Special efforts to further accelerate economic growth and development by implementing the industrial policy action plan
3.
A renewed national effort in the attack on unemployment and poverty that must alleviate the plight of the poorest citizens
4.
New efforts to improve the organisation and capacity of the state, including the mobilisation of the private sector where appropriate
5.
Steps to create a new, modernised and transformed criminal justice system to strengthen the fight against crime.
If the theme is to be ‘business unusual’, then the challenges facing SA now will require that social dialogue remains a vital mechanism for getting ‘all hands on deck’, as the President has described it. Given the proper policy responses, the SA economy can be restored to a 4.5%-5% growth trajectory over the next couple of years, if there is strong stakeholder support. The National Treasury has said that the prospect of reaching 6% growth by 2010 has now receded somewhat – given new external and internal factors affecting SA’s economic performance – which makes it all the more necessary to maximise the number of jobs created at any given growth rate.
We know that the SA economy will cool this year, as fears of a global slowdown and the electricity crisis impact on our economic performance. Just how far it will go is not yet clear – although we should reject talk of an imminent recession in SA. The gains of the past fourteen years will not be lost overnight, although some important new challenges have emerged. This will no doubt be reflected in the Budget Speech tomorrow, which will hopefully create the right perspectives for moving ahead.

To successfully manage this next phase in SA’s economic performance – and to ensure that it continues to be underpinned by ‘consensual stability’ – social dialogue in general, and Nedlac in particular, still have to play a vital role. Without social dialogue, we are left with either crude lobbying of government or in battling every issue out through resorting to power. With the right policies in place, and through steady improvements in building implementation capacity and monitoring social delivery, we can accelerate progress in transforming the lives of all South Africans. A high level of social cohesion around the Asgi-SA objectives is needed for its success.
Do the changing political dynamics in SA alter this scenario? No – the same challenges remain – the same economic realities have to be successfully managed – but will be invested with a different political energy. Whoever the political leadership in SA, there will still be the same need to maintain a constructive relationship with the social partners, in this case with organised business. In seeking solutions it will remain essential in future to maintain a sound balance between the public and private sectors of the economy. The challenges of growth and development in SA remains those which neither a government nor the social partners can tackle alone – but which require a collective effort in mobilising the key stakeholders behind the goals of accelerated and shared growth.
Together the social partners will therefore have to ensure that the Nedlac process remains relevant to the national agenda and that we do act in the spirit of ‘getting everyone on board’, to use the President’s phrase. Business is therefore anxious to finalise decisions on the Nedlac Review, so that Nedlac and the social dialogue process are properly geared and aligned to the national agenda. The institutional framework needs to be strengthened, especially at the local level. Social dialogue in general, and Nedlac in particular, must be seen to add value to the realisation of the ambitious goals we have set ourselves in the year ahead.
It is an opportunity for Nedlac in particular to rise to new heights and to demonstrate that it can indeed be a forum in which the ‘greater good’ is able to triumph over narrow interests or ideological differences. If we want to make a success of the Asgi-SA and JIPSA programmes, the involvement of the social partners will continue to be required to help provide the traction needed for their successful implementation and to promote a better life for all.

In the years ahead, in this complex and interdependent world, our sense of cooperation and coexistence must be stronger than ever. It is the commitment to be as concerned with what we must do jointly with others, to have as much pride in this achievement, as we have in what we do for ourselves. Our present need is for a greater surge of the commonsense and concern by which alone – whatever the provocation or conflict – we can with the help of institutions like Nedlac rise above sectional and ideological differences and prosper. In a nutshell, instead of talking about the ‘Washington consensus’ of years gone by, we should now be seeking a ‘Geneva consensus’ on the way ahead.
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