CEO Corner – October 2011
COLLECTIVE BARGAINING

The Printing and Newspaper Industry essentially invented the current South African system of Collective Bargaining when, in 1919, representatives of the South African Typographical Union (representing labour) met with the Federation of Master Printers (PIFSA) and the Newspaper Press Union ( jointly representing business) to establish the National Industrial Council for the Printing and Newspaper Industry – later to include Packaging.

This was an extremely successful relationship between business and labour as, amongst other regulations, it outlawed both strikes and lock-outs. As a result, there has been relative industrial peace in the industry for over 80 years, barring strike and lock-out action at individual plants since 1990, when the N.I.C. ceased to exist.

Employers began to become disenchanted with the system, however, as the increasing specialisation of technology made cross-sector bargaining difficult if not impossible and the entire economy had become politicised, aggravating the difficulty in bargaining. Accordingly, PIFSA walked away from the bargaining table, by resigning from the Council, causing its collapse, simply because the labour representatives did not have a bargaining partner.

During the past 22 years, the industry has been under regulation, purely from a statutory point. There has been no self-regulation. Furthermore, this is the largest industry in the economy which is not self-regulated. This fact has seen the business representatives at the Statutory Council come under increasing pressure from both labour and government, with threats of state intervention to force centralised bargaining between the parties or Ministerial dictates governing how the industry operates. That situation might be untenable for business.

Those elected by business to populate the Boards of the registered Employer Organisations:
The Independent Packaging Employers Association;

The Printing Employers Association; and

Print Media SA,

which have hitherto resisted Collective Bargaining, need to receive a fresh mandate from their membership on how to proceed.

Meetings of the different bodies will be called from October onwards, to assess the situation and mandate elected business representatives to engage with labour representatives at the Statutory Council level. This matter will not be settled easily or in a short period of time.

Employers have had 22 years of unregulated indulgence and will not capitulate easily or without demanding quid pro quo from labour.

The important things for employers to remember are twofold:

Firstly, the fact that a company is not a member of one of the above Associations will not shield them from the consequences of these debates – government has the legal authority to extend agreements to non-parties, and this includes companies which are not even PIFSA members; and

Secondly, it is vitally important for employers to participate in the debate or, if they are reluctant to do so, to at least attend the meetings and become aware of what is being discussed and the consequences.

This debate will have serious consequences for the industry and how it operates for the foreseeable future. Failure to participate will be disastrous.

