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1. INTRODUCTION

The Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU) and its affiliate, the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) broadly welcome and support the objectives and intentions of the Skills Development Amendment Bill, 2011.

We believe that they is necessary with regards to ensuring that the Skills Development Act is in synergy with the creation of the Department of Higher Education and Training and the transfer of responsibility for skills development to it from the Departments of Labour and Education (now Basic Education).

We support the objectives of acting against conflicts of interest and potential corruption as provided for in the Bill.  Below are the key issues that we are in support of in the Amendment Bill as well as areas that we believe require further deliberation and consultation with affected stakeholders.
We believe that more work needs to be done to ensure that the Department of Higher Education and Training’s work with regards to skills development and training is better and more strategically coordinated.  This needs to be linked to the objectives of the New Growth Path and the existing skills shortages and needs in the economy.  These needs should be identified with key stakeholders in government, labour and business through National Economic Development and Labour Chamber (NEDLAC) and the Skills Education and Training Authorities (SETAs).  Targets and dates must be set out and met if we seek to make a decisive breakthrough in this critically weak point of the economy.
2. COSATU’S APPROACH TO SKILLS DEVELOPMENT ACT
The Skills Development Act is an important landmark in the history of South Africa.  The Act seeks to “provide an institutional framework to devise and implement national, sector and workplace strategies to develop and improve the Skills of the South African workforce.”   It seeks to link these strategies with the National Qualifications Framework (NQF), provide for learnerships that lead to recognised qualifications; establish a levy-grant system to finance skill development; and to regulate employment services.  

COSATU supports these objectives.  In our view, the Act is strategically placed to eradicate the skills deficiency facing our country.  This skills deficiency is a product of both under-investment in training by companies and the skewed provision of general education.  The economy has generally relied on a cheap labour system, which deliberately withheld investment in education and training. Compared to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries which spend between four to seven percent of payroll on skills development, the private sector in South Africa spends between 0% and 1% of payroll on skills development.

Skills development or human resource development is central to economic development, and lack of investment in skills formation undermines the productive capacity of the economy.  The White Paper on Skills Development (“the White Paper’) underscores the centrality of skills development in enabling people to participate in economic and social development, as well as enabling people to respond to technological change.

Due to historical under-investment in skill formation by companies as well as the deficient education system, South Africa faces skills shortage in many sectors of the economy.  These shortages have continued to worsen over time, as a result of the neglect of the previous regime.  For instance, the training of apprentices declined drastically over the last few years.  The International Labour Organisation (ILO) estimated that between 1990 and 1994, the intake of apprentices was reduced by between 30% and 60%.  On the other hand the apprentice system was generally defective and inefficient. 

The ILO found that it produced low standard training because practical training was unsupervised and unstructured. Under-investment in skills development is further compounded by the high rate of illiteracy.  It is estimated that 45% of adult Africans cannot read or write, while 35% of the economically active population are reported as functionally illiterate.  

Eradicating this legacy of apartheid requires an integrated approach to enhance investment in education and training, a new institutional environment, a qualifications framework that articulates between the various bands of education and training, and an improved school system.  We believe in the principle of life-long learning, and in this regard support the National Qualifications Framework, as it promotes portability and articulation between different levels of learning.  

We see the Act and this Amendment Bill as part of a package of measures to transform the apartheid work place.  It should continue to be linked to employment equity, including measures to reduce the wage gap; introduction of flat hierarchies; transformation of Further Education and Training; and the qualifications framework under the South African Qualifications Authority, which places emphasis on portability of skills and articulation between the various bands of learning.  These measures should work in concert and supplement each other; one measure cannot be implemented in isolation of the others.  

Against this background, COSATU welcomes this opportunity to address the Portfolio Committee on the Skills Development Amendment Bill.  This submission will outline COSATU’s overall approach and concerns with regard to the Bill.

COSATU broadly supports the strategy and objectives of the Bill.  In our view, the objectives of the skill strategy must encompass:
· Redressing of past imbalances in education and training;
· Improving productivity growth;
· Facilitating workers mobility and prospects of work opportunities,
· Improving the quality of life of workers;
· Encouraging articulation between the different bands of education and training;
· Improving access to training and education;
· Create synergies between institutions of learning and the labour market.

3. THE SKILLS DEVELOPMENT AMENDMENT BILL, 2011

COSATU and NUM welcome and support this Bill.  Skills development is a critical area in which the education and skills levels of South Africans need to be drastically improved in order to increase their skills and employability and thus increase their levels of employment and productivity.  This has historically been a weak link in the education system.  Due to capacity levels in the Department of Labour, for purposes of synergy, the need to ensure uniformity in quality and to protect the integrity of standards; we believe that government is correct to entrust such responsibilities with the Department of Higher Education and Training.  

We believe that the Minister for Higher Education and Training and Government have been correct to identify this area as a major weakness in terms of delivery and one that is in dire need of intervention and correction.  We also believe that this has to be an inclusive process.  The Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETAs) are linked to the Nedlac process and it is critical that the trade unions are brought on board these processes and that their concerns are included.

3.1. PREVENTION OF CONFLICTS OF INTEREST
We are in support of the Bill’s included prohibitions of potential conflicts of interests by SETA board members or staff and their conducting business with those SETAs.  We believe that as public funds are involved in SETAs, that it is correct.  We also believe that this Bill should make reference to the Public Finance Management Act.  We are in strong support of all measures to prevent, prohibit and root out any acts of corruption at all times.  We firmly believe that serious cases of corruption, maladministration, wasteful and fruitless expenditure and failure to spend budgets have occurred frequently in the SETAs and that these need to be dealt with as a matter of urgency.

3.2. Employment Services

We are concerned with the proposed amendment with regards to the proposed deletion of the important functions of “Employment Services” and its mandate of “advising and counselling workers on career choices, assessment of work seekers, the reference of workers to employers and training providers, assisting workers to find work, retrenched workers to re-enter the labour market and employers to find qualified employees.”  Whilst such tasks may be best suited to the Department of Labour they are also closely linked to the work of the SETAs.  The way forward in this regard needs to be clearly indicated.  
Given the dire levels of unemployment in South Africa and the need for close collaboration between the SETAs and the trade unions; such employment services need to be provided for in the mandate of the SETAs and not simply deleted from the Act.  There is also a fundamental need for continued complementary collaboration between the Departments of Labour and Higher Education and Training and the SETAs.
Such critical tasks were meant to be dealt with by the Department of Labour’s Provincial and Local Offices.  It is important for the Departments Labour and Higher Education and Training and the SETAs to indicate how they will continue to provide such services and how those services will be accessible through out South Africa.  
This challenge is made more difficult as the Department of Higher Education and Training is a new department and does not have provincial and local offices.  How will it be accessible in all 9 provinces and in the rural areas?  It may need to consider opening satellite offices or to link with the Government Communication and Information Services’ Thusong Multi-Purpose Centres.

3.3. Composition and Structure of SETAs
We are in support of the proposed options to merge SETAs more so given the current disfunctionality of many of them.  However we are concerned about how such processes would be undertaken and the need for the sectors and the trade unions to be included in such determinations and processes.  It should not simply be decided upon by the Department.
We remain very concerned with regards to the proposed appointments of SETA Board Chairpersons by the Minister.  We firmly believe that the Boards representing the sectors should make that determination.  We therefore request that this part of the Bill be removed.  
We also believe that further clarity needs to be provided on the number of sub-committees and that there should be limits to the amount.  There should also be a limit to the number of SETAs that exist.  We also believe that persons should only be allowed to serve on one SETA board and not to serve on numerous Boards.  This should be done in order to ensure that those representatives can focus their attention on that SETA and to avoid a situation where persons may seek to be on numerous Boards as a form of income.  This principle of focused and spreading of leadership and representation should also apply to the National Skills Authority Board.  Multiple deployments should be guided by strategic and principled motivations and not to empower individuals.
We are in support of the provision of uniform constitutions for the SETAs as part of efforts made to ensure required standards of accountability and good governance are achieved and adhered to.
4. Conclusion

COSATU and NUM believe that there is an urgent need to deal with the numerous and severe challenges facing our skills development agencies.  We believe that this Amendment Bill is part of the necessary efforts to address critical shortcomings in these sectors.  We however want to emphasise our firm belief that these interventions need to be more inclusive of the sectors and in particular labour.  If this is not done, we fear, that government’s positive intentions may thus not be realised. 

In conclusion, COSATU and NUM again wish to thank the Portfolio Committee for the opportunity to participate in these important public hearings.  We commend the Department of Higher Education and Training for developing this necessary Amendment Bill.  We hope that the proposals we have put forward will be taken on board.  We would also like to acknowledge and appreciate the efforts made by the Department of Higher Education and Training and its Acting Director-General, during the negotiations process at NEDLAC and for the constructive approach it adopted in this regard at all times.
The Skills Development Act is an important element of government’s plan to transform the labour market and we are aware that a daunting task lies ahead.  We believe that this Bill coupled with other measures will go a long way in improving the life of ordinary South Africans, as well as contribute towards economic development.
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