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Ladies and Gentlemen

It is a great honour and pleasure to address you on this occasion of the 23rd Annual Labour Law Conference. This 23rd conference comes at a critical time when the ruling party, the African National Congress (ANC), has just set as its priority objective creation of decent work for all men and women. This conference comes at a critical time when we are trying to breathe new life into our economy from the recent global crisis. The conference also comes at an important time when we are supposed to look back at what we committed ourselves to in the Millennium Development Goals, “halving unemployment by 2015”. 
Most importantly I want us to look back in 1994 when we promised and committed ourselves to ensuring that our society is just, fully transformed and there is a realisation of a “better life for all”. Through this undertaking and commitment, we created expectations amongst our people.   

We all know that the Labour Legislation introduced in 1994 had been solely aimed at ensuring Justice on the Job. I acknowledge however, that whilst progress has been recorded in a number of areas, there were still areas where we needed to intensify and speed up the progress. We all came to the realisation that this is one terrain that is highly contested. Our legislative and regulatory reforms have been hailed by some as important victories that would contribute a great deal towards Justice on the Job. They were seen as capable of transforming the socio-economic conditions of poor people. However, some have gone to an extent of criticising our regulatory environment as being rigid and inflexible. 
From the beginning, we knew that the road towards achieving Justice on the Job is certain to be long and treacherous. Progress on a variety of other government programmes intended to achieve an equitable society bears testimony to this long and winding road. Most strikingly, especially with regards to our labour market policies, we have one of the most fundamental, well-balanced regulatory regimes, but we still have a long way to go in ensuring that these progressive policies are observed in practice. Until we achieve this in reality, we cannot say with confidence that we have made any achievement.

Ensuring Justice on the Job by its nature carry with it high expectations, especially from the historically oppressed and previously marginalised. On the other hand, a major constraint in achieving this Justice may be the very resistance of the beneficiaries of unjust policies and practices. Should this resistance prove too much to handle, then Justice on the Job is doomed from the outset. This challenge is further hardened by the fact that South Africa’s democratic dispensation coincided with the phenomenon of globalisation, virtually dictating to the country what kind of policies we should adopt if we are to get the support of economically powerful forces. 
At that point, a developmental discourse was biased in favour of prioritising macroeconomic stability, with a higher proportion of the budget channelled towards debt servicing. Our economy was characterised by poor growth, lower levels of investment, and slow levels of job creation. At the same time there were huge development challenges facing our democracy. These challenges, left unattended, continue to pose a major risk to the sustenance of our democracy.
We have to remind ourselves of the long and difficult struggle that we suffered to achieve democracy, we need to realise the importance of ensuring that each and every person in our country is able to live a life of accomplishment and dignity. One of the foundations of reaching this goal is achieving justice in workplaces. Our workers are the heart of this nation and it is our duty not to allow them to fall through the cracks of poverty in employment. 
There is no doubt that both the economic and institutional constraints were significant enough to derail the state’s ability to meet the expectations of the people. Today’s state of affairs however paints a very mixed picture of how we have fared in meeting the expectations of a democratic state. No successful Justice can be achieved by the efforts of governments alone. Civil society and other organisations are central in transformation. This conference is based on one such institution that we need if we are to achieve full justice on the job. 
In the labour market policy arena, a particularly interventionist approach was necessary, if we were to achieve justice and transform labour relations in the country.  This intervention was not about telling employers what to do, but to put in place a framework that would fundamentally transform workplace relations in the country from adversarialism to co-operation and trust, to bring about labour relations stability. 
This still remains a huge challenge, and the realisation without which as a society we cannot proudly celebrate our freedom. 
Workplaces are forced to restructure to become more competitive. As one of the most pioneering industrialists in history, Henry Ford, once said: 
‘competition is the keen cutting edge of business, always shaving away at costs’. 

Unfortunately, this cost cutting often leaves our workers to face increasing outsourcing, flexibility and informality in their jobs. For workers this means job insecurity. We must remember that due to our high unemployment levels it is common for one worker to support an entire household. On a meagre salary and uncertainty about consistency in income, such households often struggle to afford to eat properly, access proper medical attention and education. 
These workers face harsh living conditions with little option to save and improve the well-being and future of their children. Such insecure and informal jobs also pose tremendous problems for the traditional organisation of labour which relies largely on bargaining power leverage. Although unions battle to organise those in insecure employment, recent events highlight the ongoing need for unions in maintaining justice in workplaces. 
Yet it is unbelievable that even today, as a nation we are still debating the relevance of our labour legislation. Justice on the Job is not only necessary, but is also inevitable. For it to be realised, we need committed men and women in our society, from all walks of life, to practically embrace this ideal and show through their deeds. We shall triumph!!!
 I thank you.
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