
EMPLOYEE PERSPECTIVE ON PARTICIPATION 
AND PROFIT SHARING 

Dr. M. Nicol 

COLLECTIVE BARGAINING DEPARTMENT 
NUM 



SAIMM COLLOQUIUM ON IMPROVING THE PRODUCTIVITY OF HUMAN RESOURCES 

28 July 1992 

EMPLOYEE PERSPECTIVE ON PARTICIPATION AND PROFIT SHARING 

Martin Nicol 
Collective Bargaining Department 
National Union of Mineworkers 

Since 1991, the NUM has recognised and spoken of the need for 
fundamental change in the mining industry. This has been driven 
by two factors: 

* the harsh economic climate, which has triggered drastic 
downscaling in the gold sector, combined with 
widescale retrenchments in other mining sectors 

* a new political climate, which began with the unbanning 
of political organisations and continues under the 
slogan "from resistance to reconstruction" 

The NUM retains its founding goal of a m~n~mum living wage for 
all mineworkers. But it has adopted a range of strategies to 
pursue this goal. These include traditional hard bargaining in 
the annual wage negotiations and strike action when appropriate, 
but they also include talks with the mining employers and the 
government in the mining summit, participation in the electricity 
forum, demands on skills training and adult basic education for 
members, agreements on profit sharing schemes and detailed 
proposals on retraining and care for retrenched workers. 

In common with the rest of the democratic trade union movement, 
the NUM's principal concern is to preserve employment. At the 
same time, this should not involve the complete erosion of hard
won standards and working conditions. 

But the NUM has been developing a new approach to 
the main voice of the most oppressed group 
industry. 

its role, as 
in the mining 

The gold industry, the mainstay of the NUM as well as of the 
m~n~ng industry, has lost 166 000 jobs since 1987. The union 
started the period with the national strike and continued for 
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three years with an in principle opposition to retrenchments. 
"Fight retrenchments" was the only slogan. We still fight 
retrenchments every step of the way, but we recognise that the 
mining industry is in a down-scaling phase of its development. 
And we believe that this huge process of economic and social 
change needs to be managed. 

We had to face the question: "If a mine is in trouble, whose 
problem is it?" The answer is still up for frequent debate. As 
is the issue of whether it can be your problem, if it is not your 
fault. 

But where our members have agreed that collapsing profit margins 
and losses are their problem too, there remains the complex 
question of what to do next. And how to do it. 

If a "survival plan" works, is keeping a job at low wages 
sufficient compensation for our members? Or how should the 
benefits of improved productivity be shared? Have low wages 
really saved jobs? Many of our members see retrenchments 
continuing after a low wage increase and they believe that 
management, and maybe the union as well, have been lying to them. 

1. In the gold industry, where the prospects for sustained 
price increases are not good, and where there are strong 
social reasons to preserve jobs, it may be useful to have 
wages that are composed of a fixed part and a flexible part. 
The payment of the flexible part is contingent upon making 
profits (or some index of performance). 

The NUM does not consider this approach for other sectors, 
which are presently in a cyclical rather than a long-term 
down-trend. 

2. If wages are flexible, or if "performance bonuses" are paid, 
it is absolutely essential that workers understand the 
schemes and that management discloses information to allow 
the proper monitoring of the schemes. In addition, the 
schemes need to include undertakings on JOO security, healtn 
and safety standards and skills training. Participation by 
workers is an essential part of the long-term success of 
schemes to improve efficiency and preserve jobs in the 
industry. 

In 1991 and 1992, profit sharing was introduced to about 330 000 
workers on the gold mines. It is not yet clear what its fate 
will be in 1993. Employers are keen to share profits when they 
are low - as profits show signs of increasing, this seems a less 
clever idea. 
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But profit sharing, in the present form in which it exists, could 
be a long-term feature of remuneration on gold mines. 

Many mine managements have simply accepted profit sharing as a 
way of keeping wage costs under control. They are bemused by the 
formula for sharing the profit between workers, they are 
uninterested in trying to get anything else out of the scheme. 

But profit sharing also has the potential to increase worker 
participation in industry. This is, to start with, simply 
through the requirement of making operating information available 
to workers and giving training in how companies work. This is a 
huge challenge to an industry in which black workers have always 
been treated merely as labour units. 

Profit sharing is a useful strategy to deal with the pressing 
problems that workers on mines face now. It preserves 
centralised bargaining, it allows flexibility in payments to 
workers to take account of th8 problems of particular mines and 
it also promotes the workers' interest in increasing mine 
profits. But measures to enhance efficiency and performance at 
the mine level, whether these are tied to profit sharing or not, 
will not solve the structural crisis in the gold mining industry. 
At best, they can provide a breathing space. 

The NUM is committed to negotiating and working towards a re
structured mining industry that combines long-term economic 
viability with the humane treatment of all its workers. This 
will involve effective state intervention in the mining industry 
to regulate the down-scaling process. The NUM needs to step up 
its initiatives in the mining summit, with the present government 
and with the ANC and COSATU, to secure a coherent, pro-worker 
mining policy for the new South Africa. 

But a re-structured mining industry will also need to provide a 
proper role for trade unions and for workers in decision making 
at mine level. 

Profit sharing schemes have opened up access to information. 
They have the potential to create a basis for extending, first 
participation and then control within the work environment. The 
monitoring of profit sharing schemes can be used to develop a 
deeper understanding in members of how things work on the mines. 

Understanding is the first condition for effective participation. 
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