
Date : July, 82 , 2010 Publication : Financial Mail Page Number: 40 

E S K O M 

Impasse could prove costly 
The s tandof f at Eskom over wage i n ­
creases — and. more important ly, a hous­
ing allowance — could set a cosily prece­
dent and is thus likely to be fiercely 
contested by the ut i l i ty. 

The good news for South Afr icans, 
especially soccer Wor ld Cup followers, is 
that , even i f a str ike does lake place, the 
l ights w i l l not go off. 

Eskom and its three unions had failed 
to reach an agreement at the t ime o f 
going to press. The National Union o f 
Mincworkcrs ( N U M ) . the National Union 
o f Metalworkers o f SA and Solidarity. 
representing 30 0 0 0 o f Kskom's 'Mi 0 0 0 
staff, are in arbi trat ion wi th the company. 

The unions have lowered their salary 
demands f rom almost 2 0 % to 9%. and 
their housing allowance demand to 
R2 5 0 0 / m o n t h f rom K.I 500. Kskom i m ­
proved its offer o f an 8% wage increase, 
to 8,5% and a R l o o o / m o n t h housing 
allowance. N U M rejected this and voted 
to go on strike. The ut i l i ty says its 
proposed housing allowance w i l l cost 
K l 8 5 m over the next year; the unions' 
demand o f R2 5 0 0 wou ld cost R*}25ni. 

I f Kskom loses this batt le, it w i l l have 
failed where Transnet stood firm. The 
housing allowance was a key issue d u r i n g 
Transnet's damaging strike last mon th , 
and the company d i d not yield on the 
demand for the reinstatement o f an a l ­
lowance for .ill employees. TransiKl 
spokesman John Dlud lu says the 
compam converted ,i home own­
ership allowance in to a n o n -
pensionable allowance. 

N U M spokesman U-siba 
Seshoka saw workers in the m in ­
ing industry are eligible for a 
housing subsidy o f up to R2 000 . 
Jaco Kleynhans. a spokesman 
for Solidarity, says Sasol has a 
housing subsidy too. 

Kskom has a m i n i m u m 
basic salary o f 
R(> 5 0 0 / m o n t h ; the 
bulk o f its workers 
earn more than the 
R7 5 0 0 that makes 
them eligible for socia 
housing subsidies. 
These workers do not 

qual i fy for bonds f rom banks. 
Public enterprises minister Barbara 

i togan says Kskom cannot carry the bur­
den o f prov id ing housing for its workers 
alone, suggesting that other sources 
would have to be tapped. 

Nat ional treasury has been urged re­
peatedly to review the threshold and 
el igibi l i ty cr i ter ia for social housing. 

The f inancial & fiscal commission, 
which advises on budget matters, notes 
in its 2010/2011 recommendations that 
"the qual i fy ing income bands should IK-
reviewed to ensure that individuals arc 
not unfai r ly excluded f rom benef i t ing 
f rom the subsidy due. for example- to 
increases in the cost o f l iv ing" . 

I l i i gau has said she wi l l set tip a panel 
to examine Kskom's housing policy. 

There is also a lack o f clarity about 
whether the unions have the r ight to 
strike. Seshoka and Kleynhans say they 
"believe" Kskom workers enjoy that right. 
At issue is the interpretat ion o f 
an essential service. 

Though Kskom has l>ecn 
declared as offering .in es­
sential service, the unions 
say the company must 
now enter into negoti­
ations about a m i n i m u m 
service level agreement 

regarding the staff required to keep the 
l ights on . 

Solidarity says Kskom has refused to 
enter into these negotiations for four 
years. Kleynhans says that even i f unions 
eventually w i n the r ight to strike, work­
ers at key pans o f the electricity genera­
t ion and d is t r ibut ion networks wi l l be 
prohibi ted f rom downing tools. 

Solidarity was set to meet on Wednes­
day. Rhabhala/ i Bulunga. Kskom's ex­
ecutive for human resources, says he wi l l 
not comment on the talks unt i l they are 
concluded. 

Jackie Kelly, an analyst at labour re­
lations consultancy Andrew Levy, says 
this year's settlements in the private sec­
tor have decreased to single digits after 
last year's peak. But wage talks w i t h 
government settled at I I " . . and Transnet 
settled at 11% plus a one-off 1% o f 
annual salary*. 

Kelly says such settlements "raise ex­
pectations" in other unions. She *>.i>^ 
companies are mov ing f rom paying 
allowances to workers to a cost-to-com­
pany model. Such benefits are usually 
"subject to affordabi l i ty". 

Before the negotiations w i t h 
Kskom, Solidarity released the re­

sults o f a survey o f its mainly 
whi te, highly skil led members at 
the power uti l i ty. It found that 
73% wou ld be w i l l i ng to work 
elsewhere for the same salary 

— suggesting widespread dis­
content. Thtbc Mtbanqa 
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