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By Annelize Crosby, parliamentary 
liaison officer at Agri SA

T
he debate on a possible 
national minimum wage has 
been going on for some time, 
with engagements currently 
taking place in Nedlac. In 

September 2014, the Portfolio Committee 
on Labour held week-long public 
hearings on a possible national minimum 
wage. Various stakeholders including 
Agri SA, Busa, the Black Management 
Forum, Cosatu, Numsa, the Free Market 
Foundation and universities such as 
Stellenbosch and the Western Cape, made 
submissions to the committee. 

Agriculture is unique
In its submission, Agri SA emphasised the 
unique nature of the agricultural sector, 
stating that a national minimum wage 
that is set higher than the current sectoral 
minimum wage in the agricultural sector, 
will impact heavily and could result in more 
job losses. 

The goal of the National Development 
Plan (NDP) is to create one million 
additional jobs in the agricultural sector 
by 2030. According to Agri SA this will 
require a major turn-around in the current 
job-shedding trend prevalent in the sector. 
The organisation also pointed out that 
the ability of farmers to pay higher wages 
should be considered against the backdrop 
of a sector that is a price-taker, not a price 
maker. 

Reaction from business
Generally the business constituency 
argued against a single national minimum 
wage, while trade unions argued in 
favour of it. Busa stated in September 
2014 that South Africa has a functioning 
system of sectoral minimum wages 
through sectoral determinations which 
provide for minimum wages per job 

category. However, the organisation is 
still researching the national minimum 
wage, looking at international and national 
experiences. 

The view of the Black Management 
Forum (BMF) was that the current status 
quo was not sustainable, and called on 
Parliament to fully apply its mind to major 
and minor implications of the proposal. 
It stated that while it was in full support 
of a national minimum wage, such a step 
should be based on sound research and 
information. 

The BMF also felt that the introduction 
of a national minimum wage would 
achieve little if it is not accompanied by a 
serious rethink on executive pay. “This is 
an opportune time to seriously reflect on a 
ceiling/lid on executive pay,” it said.

Prof Neil Rankin from the Stellenbosch 
University’s department of economics 
pointed out that a binding national 
minimum wage will affect sectors 
differently. A national minimum wage 
will raise the wage of the lowest skilled 
workers, making them expensive to hire 
and affecting firms that pay the lowest 
wages – usually small firms.

Follow-up workshop
The Portfolio Committee presented a 
follow-up workshop on 23 and 24 June 
this year. Among those present, were 
the Afrikaanse Handelsinstituut (AHI), 
Consawu, the South African Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry (Sacci) and Numsa.

The AHI stressed the importance of 
creating and sustaining an environment 
for business growth. They pointed out that 
programmes such as BEE and land reform 
are most effective in a growing economy. 
The AHI made it clear that they were not 
in favour of a blanket minimum wage, 
but favoured a sectoral approach. The 

importance of proper research was once 
again emphasised.

Living in poverty
Trade union Consawu presented research 
which it had conducted into vulnerable 
sectors such as domestic workers and farm 
labour. A Gauteng-based study among 
120 workers in the farming and domestic 
sectors, revealed that the average wage 
among these workers was around R2 500 
per month. 

The biggest portion of their wages 
are spent on travelling costs. Other major 
expenses were housing, VAT, electricity, 
water, crèche fees and medicine. Very 
little was left over for food and clothing. 
According to Consawu more than two 
million workers were living in poverty. It 
referred to South Africa as a country of the 
working poor.

Numsa fully supported a national 
minimum wage, saying that the right 
to a national minimum wage stemmed 
from the Freedom Charter and was not 
negotiable. “A national minimum wage 
must constitute a living wage,” they said. 
Their presentation stated that half of 
working South Africans currently receive a 
salary of less than R3 033 per month. 

Sacci, in turn, referred to research 
conducted by the Durban Chamber of 
Commerce in 2014, which indicated that of 
the 16 countries studied where a minimum 
wage had been implemented, some 
seemed to have yielded positive outcomes, 
both for the economy and employment, 
while in others it resulted in a decline 
in the number of jobs and in economic 
growth. 

Because of the current economic 
situation in South Africa, Sacci was not in 
favour of a basic national minimum wage 
at this time.


