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SYNOPSIS 

This short technical note looks at why there has been a surge in the use of contract labour and 

the current practice with the use of contractors. 

The rationales for the use of contractors are explored and some of the IR implications put 

forward. 

The conclusion is that there is a place for contractors in the mines, but that it has to be properly 

managed and controlled. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Since 1987, the gold mining industry has lost well over 100000 jobs, mainly because of 

the flat gold price in rand terms and rising labour costs and inflation. This reduction in the 

labour force has been achieved without any drop off in gold production. 

A typical large gold mine used to employ 15 000 - 17 000 people. Natural attrition and 

a small amount of retrenchment, most of which is voluntary, can account for an annual 

loss of ± 1 000 people. So a large mine could easily run down its labour force by 3 000-

5 000 people over a 4 - 5 year period. 

This obviously puts a strain on the system and on line production personnel in particular. 

President Steyn Mine is also going through this process, and over the last few years there 

has been a fairly rapid growth in the contractor population from a few hundred to well 
over one thousand. 

If the reason for reducing the labour force is to cut costs, then replacing mine labour with 

contract labour clearly defeats this objective. Management has now 'put the brakeS on' 

and we are in the process of re-defining the rationale for using contractors on the mine. 
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2. CURRENT PRACTICE 

On President Steyn Mine, contractors are currently used in the following areas:-

a) Wire meshing and lacing, long ropes/tendons and shotcreting 

b) Diamond drilling 

c) Access development 

d) Shaft sinking and equipping 

e) Water jet stope cleaning (maintenance of equipment and actual nozzle operation) 

f) Backlog vamping and sweeping 

g) Timber reclamation 

h) Haulage construction and rehabilitation 

i) Major installations - mechanical and civil construction 

j) Slime dam construction 

k) Hostel and office cleaning 

There is also a limited amount of contract stoping taking place on neighbouring mines. 

3. RA TIONALE FOR USING CONTRACTORS 

This will obviously vary from mine to mine, but the basis should be the following:-

a) One-off type jobs; sinking, access development, major constructions jobs, etc, 

where the mine would have to sign on and then later dispose of labour. 

b) Specialised jobs where unique skills, not typically available in the normal mine work 

force, are required. Examples are diamond drilling, slimes dam construction, water 

jetting, and perhaps haulage support work. 

c) Where a full time job cannot really be justified, e.g. office cleaning. 
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The more controversial jobs where contractors are being employed and which do not fall 

into the above categories are:- Stoping, vamping and sweeping, haulage construction, and 

perhaps, wire meshing and lacing. 

4. IR PROBLEMS 

There is a perception amongst many of our mine overseers that mine labour outside of the 

stopes and development ends, employed on vamping, haulage construction, equipping, 

etc, seem to be highly unmotivated and content to do as little as possible. They claim that 

when contract labour is employed on the same job, the job goes much quicker and with 

much less input from line supervision. 

There is an element of truth in this and the issue largely revolves around the structure of 

the wage package. 

Mine labour employed in these areas earn little or no bonus, whereas the contract 

labourer's package is often almost entirely bonus related, i. e. he gets paid for physical 

measured work output. 

Undoubtedly, this puts a different perspective on the individual's approach to his day's 
work. 

This is the core issue; we cannot move away from the ever increasing basic wages, and 

in many cases a bonus cannot be justified. Mine labour is suspicious when contract labour 

is employed, and the main perception is that we employ contractors because they earn 

less; we save money and put people out of work. While it may be true that some 

contract labour does in fact get paid less, we are not able to 'swop' mine labour for 

cheaper contract labour. Retrenchment agreements with all the unions and associations 

specificai/y prevent this from happening. 

A further IR problem area is in housing. Much of the contract labour is housed in the mint:! 

hostels, and these people are generally not unionised. The potential for conflict is high 

and we witnessed this recently when all of the contract labourers were 'chased out' of 

one 0 f the hostels. 
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4. CONCLUSION 

How many contractors should a mine have and employed on what jobs? One school says 

the more the better, and the other school says the opposite. Some say that only certain 

jobs can be given to contractors, and that these should be outside of the core business. 

Others say nothing is 'sacred' and if contractors are more cost effective, they should be 

allowed to do any job, including stoping. 

I believe that there is no way that we can take our labour force with us into the future if 

we are prepared to replace our own labour with contractors on a large scale. We have to 

educate, train and motivate our own people to perform the key functions on the mine. 

There is a place for contractors on the mine, but this has to be controlled and the rationale 

for their use must be fully understood by all concerned - management and labour, and the 
company and the contractor. 

The rationale most likely to create the greatest degree of cooperation and the least 

potential for IR problems, would be to use contractors mainly on work of a capital nature 

or sunset projects. 
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