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The Roundtable discussion on efficiency and sound labour relations in the 

public service and public entities is an important milestone in the on-going work 

of the PRRC. In this regard Roundtable discussions present the Commission 

with a valuable platform to engage with broader public participants including 

academics, retired public servants, labour and civil society organizations not 

considered direct stakeholders, but who may have knowledge and experience 

of the public sector in general, and could inform the work of the Commission.  

Thus the participants at the OPSC Roundtable, drawn from academia and 

former public servants with direct knowledge of the history and evolution of the 

public service were stimulated to not only provide a background to the trajectory 

of the post-apartheid public service, but also to give expert opinion on the nexus 

between an efficient public service committed to the delivery of constitutionally 

mandated basic services (CMBS) and the sustainability of fair and sound labour 

relations in the public sector that supports the developmental policy objectives 

of state as enshrined in the Bill of Rights and the Constitution in general. 

 

The discussion was ably stimulated and facilitated by the key political economy 

question:  How does the state balance the progressive delivery of CMBS 

enshrined in the Bill of Rights with the fiscal policy considerations listed in 

Chapter 13 of the Constitution that determine the trajectory of South Africa’s 

development. Several fundamental issues were discussed relating to basic 

principles of public administration, public finance and public policy covering the 

past and current state of the public service, the key policy objectives of the 

service, and the legal, institutional and administrative instruments governing 

the service. While all the above issues are of relevance, in its deliberations the 

PRRC must also be cognizant of the overarching place of the Constitution and 

the Bill of Rights that provides the legal basis for the public service management 

and provision and delivery of basic services. 
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The State is required to build efficient capacity to ensure that public goods are 

effectively managed and CMBS are progressively provided. Both 

responsibilities require a professional public service founded on sound and fair 

labour relations also circumscribed in the Bill of Rights and legislation. 

However, the Roundtable noted that on-going fractious labour relations in the 

public service very often compromises the progressive realization of basic 

services and the attainment of policy objectives and targets set out in the 

National Development Plan (NDP). As our democracy matures is it not time to 

consider a new configuration for a consensual national social contract between 

labour, business and government in the interest of building a fair and just 

society?    

 

The key input in the Roundtable questioned whether in the pursuit of profit, and 

individual and group interests the management of public goods suffer, and the 

public interest is not prioritized. The discussion debated the extent to which the 

dichotomies and tensions between labour, business and government have their 

roots in the adoption of the New Public Management (NPM) model of public 

administration in post-apartheid South Africa. The NPM seems to have 

entrenched the purely economic relationship between employer and employee 

at the expense of efficient and effective delivery of basic services and 

management of the public goods taking into account the equitable, predictable, 

stable and sustainable allocation of nationally collected revenue in the interests 

of national development. Under the current dispensation public servants do not 

have longterm security of tenure, as the public service is not viewed as a formal 

professional occupation with potential to pursue a career path, as is the case 

in many other countries. The lack of long-term security leaves public servants 

vulnerable without any other option but pursue short-term personal objectives 

at the expense of positive service delivery outcomes.  

 

The absence of prospects for a long-term professional career path is 

compounded by discrepancies in remuneration scales, performance appraisals 

and conditions of service across the three spheres of government, and across 

professions in government departments for similar occupations. On the other 
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hand Government views reduction in public expenditure and austerity 

measures as a means to achieve efficiency and balance the delivery of services 

for social equity against the fiscal constraints resulting from a decreasing pool 

of nationally collected revenue. One possible policy option is to use the space 

and dividend from expenditure reduction to finance efficient management of 

public goods, and the professionalization of the public service to effectively 

deliver CMBS to attain the NDP targets.     

 

Discrepancies in remuneration scales across spheres and professional skills 

speak to the fragmented nature of employment in the public sector as a whole. 

Spheres of government and public entities responsible for the management of 

public resources seem resistant to promoting a unified public service that pays 

equally across different government spheres and state-owned enterprises for 

the same work and same professional skill set. Each public sector employer 

wishes to engage employees independently rather than through a national 

single public service employment dispensation. Such fragmentation, and the 

absence of a professional public service, poses a serious threat to attaining the 

aims of the NDP and leaves public servants vulnerable to political interference 

despite the requirements of the Public Finance Management Act (PFMA), and 

the recently passed Public Administration Management Act (PAMA). In some 

instances political interference results in departments having to undertake 

unfunded mandates where budgets are manipulated to finance unplanned 

programmes and projects. This interference leaves public servants vulnerable 

as, in such instances, they are sometimes forced to ignore the public finance 

principle that funds should follow functions. Public servants are most exposed 

to different remuneration scales and conditions of employment in situations 

where achieving certain policy objectives are the concurrent function of several 

different departments and different spheres of government. This is particularly 

so in the Human Settlements and Health departments where different spheres 

are responsible for delivering the same services across the country.       

  

While the Roundtable raised many issues pertinent to employment and 

remuneration participants were also aware that the terms of reference of the 

Commission is limited and cannot venture into areas of fiscal policy, collective 
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wage bargaining and other aspects outside its mandate. However questions 

were asked about the extent to which the Commission can become involved in 

issues such as: 

 

 Standardization of conditions of service across the three spheres of 

government and all grades given that funds for public service 

remuneration are drawn from nationally collected revenue and should 

be equitably allocated in terms of Chapter 13 of the Constitution. 

 Consideration of the modalities of establishing a single public service 

given that there is general acceptance of the principle of a single public 

service 

 The professionalization of the public service to ensure efficiency and the 

appointment of qualified staff as is the case in many other countries, 

and establishment of a professional body in which all public servants 

must register after undergoing stringent tests.    

 Job evaluation and performance appraisal on the basis of equal pay for 

equal work of equal value (salary parity) in compliance with the 

principles of equity, transparency and fairness. 

 The link between performance appraisal and remuneration, and 

consider whether non-financial incentives to promote development 

objectives in the NDP should be introduced to replace performance 

bonuses 

 The role of an independent and neutral body such as the Public Service 

Commission (PSC) playing a more proactive role in systems of job 

evaluation and performance appraisal, especially for senior staff.  

 The high rate of out-sourcing and tendering of functions that should be 

rightfully undertaken by public servants employed to carry out such 

tasks, and interrogate whether such practices imply that unqualified 

individuals were employed, and therefore engagement of consultants to 

carry out their functions constitute gross wasteful expenditure.  

 Remuneration versus productivity  

 Separation of powers between the public service and government 
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On the issue of the relevance of the role of organized labour in the collective 

bargaining process the meeting felt that the role of labour is enshrined in the 

Constitution and cannot be wish away. Despite the many divisions within the 

labour movement workers and employers are protected against the risk of 

unfairness in wage bargaining and conditions of employment by an organized 

labour movement rather than by fragmented wage bargaining. However the 

rights of public sector workers in the constitution must be balanced against the 

rights of citizens in general, and taxpayers in particular, to constitutionally 

mandated basic services (CMBS) provided by the state. 

  

In view of the concerns raised in the Roundtable participants felt that the 

Commission should consider the type of collective bargaining governance that 

is necessary given the lack of trust between negotiating partners where each 

party has its own vested interest to defend. The consensus from the dialogue 

underscored the importance for the Commission recognizing that the public 

service is supposed to be responsive, and that its work should also 

acknowledge that there are institutions of excellence and experiences from 

which the public service can draw important lessons. On the other hand the 

Commission may have a role to play in evaluating the capacity of labour to 

negotiate, and perhaps make recommendations on measures to build such 

capacity where it is lacking and restore trust in the collective bargaining 

process.    

 

The Roundtable concluded with suggestions to consider a new model of public 

management, and move away from the current corporatist nature of the public 

service so as to provide public servants some level of security of tenure and a 

career path. A new model of the public service should be founded on the 

principles of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. Fair remuneration, the 

provision of Constitutionally Mandated Basic Services (CMBS), the limits of 

nationally collected revenue (NCR), and skills capacity must be taken into 

account in negotiations in good faith between labour and the state.       

  


