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Commentary following the strike and massacre of mineworkers at Marikana in 2012 asserted that
the migrant labour system on the Rustenburg platinum fields is still intact. But is this the case?
An examination of the migrant labour recruitment regime in South Africa in general, and on the Rus-
tenburg platinum mines specifically, reveals a substantial reduction in migrant labour and a fractur-
ing of the colonial and apartheid recruitment regime. However, new forms of recruitment, especially
through labour contractors, combined with old patterns perpetuate super exploitation which is made
worse by the precarity and job insecurity that labour broking introduces. In examining the above,
this article demonstrates how transformative legislation has rebounded to reinforce the remnants
of the migrant labour system and the apartheid workplace regime whilst wilful confusion concerning
the definition of local versus migrant has further undermined government’s transformation efforts.
The article concludes that while mining capital has in the main benefited from the disrupted migrant
labour recruitment system the repercussions for labour have been mixed. In consequence trade
unions, capital and the state will need to engage in order to build a just solution.

Key words: Rustenburg platinum mines, migrant labour, mineworker recruitment, contracted mine
labour, Marikana

Hiyaa! Rosa is done for, what is this.
Rosa will be taken away.
A hee! Rosa is done for, what is this?
The pick and shovel have got him.
Hiyaa! Rosa is done for, what is this?
They have sacked me, my father’s son.
Hiyaa! Rosa is done for, what is this?
I am burdened with colonial passes.
Hiyaa! Rosa is done for, what is this?
He who is unlucky dies here.
Hiyaa! Rosa is done for, what is this?

This portion of a Mozambican mineworkers’ song comes from Ruth First’s rich
and vigorous book Black Gold. It was sung by lashing gangs underground in
the South African gold mines as they shovelled broken rock into skips. The
worker in this song becomes Rosa, a woman, because he leaves his country and
offers himself up to the mining company in Jozi because of poverty. He ‘is
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done for’ because the mines can do anything with him and he has no say (First
1983:xiii).

First’s book takes us back to the 1970s and the brutality of the migrant labour
system. In 1970, 30 per cent of Mozambique’s workforce was out of the country
numbering some 106,000 and First recalls that hardly a man working in the fields
in southern Mozambique had not spent a grand proportion of his life on the mines.
The migrant labour system impacted hugely on the peasant economy and as First
puts it, ‘constituted the foundation of the accumulation of capital in the mining
industry’ (First 1977:20, 143).

Fast-forward to August 2012, Marikana in Rustenburg, where 34 migrant
workers lay dead next to Lonmin’s platinum mine. Amongst the dead were a
few Swazi and Basotho mineworkers but the majority were migrants from the
Eastern Cape (Alexander, Lekgowa, Mmope, Sinwell & Xezwi 2012:196–9).
But where were the foreign migrants, including the militant Mozambicans
(Moodie 1994)? What had happened since First’s assassination? Was the
migrant labour system still intact? Many commentators post-Marikana, including
Deputy President Kgalema Motlanthe and Minister in the Presidency Trevor
Manuel (Manuel 2013) assert this is the case. But is this so? Examining an impor-
tant element of the migrant labour control regime, namely its method of recruit-
ment, gives insight into whether the regime remains unbroken and if not what
has altered and impacted on it, and has its underlying purpose, namely the rapid
accumulation of capital through the exploitation of labour, shifted? It will in
this process assess who the winners and losers are in this post-apartheid recruit-
ment regime. I have explored the above through a focus on changes in the
migrant recruitment system generally in South Africa, and on the Rustenburg
platinum mines in particular.

Related to the question of methods of recruitment is the contradictory role that
post-apartheid laws have played in ending the exploitative migrant labour system.
This includes an examination of aspects of such laws as the Labour Relations Act
(LRA), the Basic Conditions of Employment Act (BCEA), the Mine Health &
Safety Act, the Mineral and Petroleum Resources Development Act (MPRDA)
as well as the new Immigration Act, which government enacted to bring an end
to the racially constituted exploitation of labour on the mines. The latter two
Acts include a focus on localisation and the paradoxes that this has engendered
in ending the migrant regime.

Migrant Recruitment System

South African gold mines have historically relied on a labour-intensive work
process and a plentiful supply of unskilled labour because of the low grade and
depth of the ore1 and the Rustenburg platinum fields, developed on scale much
later in the 1980s, are equally labour dependent. Sourcing cheap labour has thus
historically been a central pillar of the migrant labour system.
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Driving peasants into mine labour from the late 1800s into the 1900s and ensur-
ing their compliance occurred long before they began working underground. Colo-
nial authorities had squeezed peasants into wage labour through taxation and
massive land seizures (Wolpe 1972; Bundy 1989). First notes how quickly a
new identity of worker/peasant emerged, ‘In a fairly rapid period the movement
of labour had become self-producing’ (1977:28) transforming into an economic
necessity as peasants became dependent on wages to buy agricultural implements,
pay rising bride prices, and purchase consumer goods such as textiles. Mines,
however, ensured that the peasant economy was only partially destroyed so that
peasants could reproduce themselves whilst simultaneously being wage depen-
dent. As First remarked, ‘The principal function of the peasant societies is to
serve as a reserve army of cheap labour for the accumulation of capital’
(1977:150). Capital, First notes, was buying labour power below its value
because it paid workers as individuals assuming their families were agriculturally
self-sufficient. Annual contracts, influx control and pass laws ensured the return of
workers to their rural homesteads.

As the migrant labour system evolved mine capital moved to more efficient and
less competitive ways of ensuring a supply of plentiful labour through its recruit-
ment agency – the Witwatersrand Native Labour Association (W(e)nela)
launched in 1900 – later renamed Teba (The Employment Bureau of Africa) –
which recruited across southern Africa including in Mozambique, Lesotho and
Swaziland as well as in South African homelands. ‘What is striking,’ commented
First, ‘is the strength and effectiveness of Wenela as a labour recruiting organis-
ation . . . ’ as its instructions to a network of stations ‘were acted upon efficiently
and rapidly rendering its complement of men to the mines with unfailing
reliability’ (1983:27).

A gold miner now working in Rustenburg recalls his original Teba recruitment
from the Eastern Cape, Idutywa, where he was:

stripped naked for a medical examination . . . A white lady examined my manhood with
a flip of a pen to see if I had any infection . . . The next day we arrived at the mine and
there was an administration process where they called me ‘boy’. I was sitting with my
bags looking for someone I knew but by that time we had been sent to different mines. I
was allocated a room by a tribal representative speaking Xhosa. We were given small
boxes to hang our things in and given a steel dish for food. There were 22 in the room,
all up and down in bunks, with the elders on the lower levels. There was a hall with taps
and a shower. I was embarrassed. There was no privacy and next to you, opposite you,
was an elderly person . . . (Sithethi 2013)2

Teba was in effect capital’s frontline institution for securing labour’s compliance to
the mine workplace regime. Attempting to strip people of their rural identities, under-
mining cultures of hierarchy and respect, isolating people from home connections,
and subjecting them to sustained humiliation was all part of this process.

In the interim years, after First’s Mozambican research and her assassination in
1982, workers in gold in the 1980s, and in platinum in the 1990s, combined in the
National Union of Mineworkers (NUM), which had substantial support from both
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external and South African migrants (Moodie 1994). Rustenburg, the centre of the
platinum industry, like elsewhere in South African mining, became a trade union
labour regime. The NUM was strongly opposed to the migrant labour system and
in particular homed in on low wages, mine racism, arbitrary dismissal and on dis-
mantling the degrading hostel system. It had considerable success in increasing
job security and wages and in reducing workplace racism. Its attempts at abolish-
ing hostels was more problematic however as the Living Out Allowance it nego-
tiated was used to supplement wages while many workers resided in squalid
settlements around mines (Bezuidenhout & Buhlungu 2011). The emergence of
the NUM in 1984 brought changes which impacted on the migrant labour recruit-
ment system, but significant modifications had already occurred a decade earlier
when a process of shifting recruitment patterns occurred.

Shifting Recruitment Patterns

Fluctuations in numbers of both South African and non-South African labour had
long been a feature of the migrant labour system. Mining capital was plagued by
variations in its migrant supply owing chiefly to seasonal agricultural demands
(Crush 1997). Until the early 1980s subsistence agriculture provided migrants
with a measure of choice and independence from wage labour and impacted on
the length they committed to working underground. The mid-1970s however
was a significant moment in the rupturing of this unstable labour supply pattern
(Crush 1992).

In 1974 Malawian labour on the South African mines numbered some 109,731
but the Malawian government abruptly terminated this complement in 1974 fol-
lowing a Wenela plane crash killing some 73 workers. To fill the vacuum
Wenela recruited Mozambican labour in greater numbers peaking in 1975 at
115,309 only to be followed by a rapid decline to 37,000 in 1977 when Frelimo
came to power and altered immigration requirements. The Chamber of Mines
faced by both an increase in labour unrest and a sudden drop in its main Mozam-
bican and Malawian sources of labour raised wages and intensified Basotho and
South African recruitment to some 95,731 and 239,065 (a threefold increase)
respectively by 1981 (First 1983:55–6; Moodie 1994:195–6). The early 1980s
saw a return of both Mozambican and Malawian migrants as their governments
experienced the impact of reduced remittances on their economies, but in an
altered form. In order to stabilise its complement of labour the Chamber now
required that migrants be issued with Valid Re-engagement (or Re-employment)
Certificates, which incentivised experienced labour to return to the mines within a
short period by guaranteeing jobs and financial rewards for meeting the target.
Simultaneously, novice recruitment was dramatically reduced. Over time,
coupled with rising unemployment in the 1980s and, for South African migrants,
the degradation of overused land in the homelands these contract workers mutated
into a permanent labour force, with the union negotiating standard paid leave,
while the mines benefited from a stable, increasingly skilled and experienced
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workforce (Crush 1992). There were blips in the supply of this stabilised migrant
workforce such as when South African president PW Botha in 1986 sought to
punish Mozambique for harbouring African National Congress (ANC) insurgents
by severing Mozambican labour to the mines, but following negotiations such
labour resumed (Allen 2003). In 1989, however, following accusations that Mala-
wians were spreading HIV/AIDS and being made to undergo forced testing on the
mines, Malawian labour was permanently withdrawn (Crush 1997:4). In the
breach both Mozambican and Basotho numbers grew, with Mozambicans number-
ing some 56,000 by 1995 (Cotterell 2012).

Despite these changes in recruitment patterns, often subject to political inter-
ventions, it was not until 2005 that the migrant labour system’s recruitment
pillar, Teba, underwent changes and broke with the Chamber to become a
profit-making company. But has this changed its operations? It continues to
source labour for the mines operating a database of three-million workers but
such recruitment now usually leads to permanent rather than contract employ-
ment. It undertakes an assessment of labour provided to mines including checking
document authenticity and skills certification, assessing education levels and
English literacy and numeracy (matric is now the required entry level), charting
past employment, screening applicant’s health, and noting dependents’ details
for provident pay-outs (Cotterell 2012). For many the Teba office is still the
gateway to mine employment.

However, in recent times from 2003 onwards recruitment geographies have
hugely altered and a steep and probably permanent decline in non-South
African labour to the mines can be noted. About 15 years ago 60 per cent of
South African mine labour consisted of rural foreign nationals whilst 40 per
cent was South African. Today about 30 per cent of mine labour is foreign and
of the 70 per cent South African labour half is rural and half urban. In consequence
Teba mainly supplies South African labour, both migrant and local (Cotterell
2012). Impala Platinum for example in 1981 sourced mainly migrant labour
from Mozambique, Lesotho and the Eastern Cape. Now of the foreign migrants,
Mozambicans have been almost phased out and rock drill operators (RDOs)
from Lesotho mainly remain. Currently 60 per cent of its workforce comes
from the North West province and 15 per cent from Eastern Cape (Prinsloo
2012). Lonmin has until recently predominantly employed migrant labour but
has also significantly reduced its quota of foreign migrants (it now only
employs 800 Mozambicans) and the bulk are South African migrants from the
Eastern Cape although Basotho RDOs are still common (Viljoen 2013).

Why this huge shift? Two factors have been important. Firstly, in 2002 the
MPRDA was enacted under which the Mining Charter and Social Labour Plans
fall. The Mining Charter calls for the promotion of employment and advancement
of the economic welfare of mining communities, while Social Labour Plans,
which companies must submit to obtain a mining licence, require information on
the impact of mining on local communities including numbers of jobs created. Sec-
ondly, the new Immigration Act of 2002 has been widely interpreted by industry as
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meaning a reduction in foreign labour and its replacement with trained local
workers. Mines must obtain special exemptions to recruit non-South African
workers and the Act regulates migration by charging employers a levy for every
foreign migrant employed. All this regulation promotes the recruitment of local
labour. However, it also dictates non-discrimination towards external labour
meaning a gradual reduction as workers age and leave the industry. Thus the
average age, for instance, of a Mozambican mineworker is 49 years (Cotterell 2012).

As previously noted, by the mid-1990s Mozambicans were the largest non-
South African migrant group on the mines numbering some 56,000. But Mozam-
bican numbers have dropped dramatically since 2003 to the current 29,000 – a
figure that will continue to decrease over the next ten years. Basotho, Swazi
and Batswana labour too is steeply declining now numbering 3,000, 5,000 and
2,000 respectively (Cotterell 2012).

Teba is still the frontline migrant recruitment institution. It retains the mon-
opoly on the provision of external labour as well as on South African migrants.
It recruits 240,000 migrants internally with the Eastern Cape being the most
numerous at 35 per cent. However, in Rustenburg, migrants are fewer than else-
where in South Africa with locals numbering some 30 per cent of the labour
force (Cotterell 2012). This is in part due to some mines, particularly but not
exclusively Impala Platinum (Implats), falling under the Bophuthatswana home-
land in the apartheid era where mines were obliged to adhere to a labour localis-
ation agreement, but also because the Bafokeng contested mining rights on its land
resulting in an agreement with Implats to prioritise SeTswana local labour (Capps
2010). In addition, owing to the limited nature of platinum mining until the early
1990s, Teba’s recruitment role was historically less important as mines drew more
strongly on local labour. From the mid-1960s three further recruitment agencies
were licensed to provide labour mainly to mines not affiliated to the Chamber
and mostly in platinum (ATAS was the largest of the three independents) (First
1983:23). Teba only began to service the platinum belt in the late 1960s as
mining expanded because platinum mines, unlike gold, had never combined to
source labour and individual operations made their own arrangements.
However, over time Teba established itself as the main provider of labour sourcing
workers chiefly for Implats and Lonmin while it is only in the last six years that it
has established a presence in the largest platinum company, Anglo American
Platinum (Amplats) (Cotterell 2012).

Teba’s recruitment role has also declined because workers in democratic South
Africa have used their freedom of movement guaranteed in the Constitution
(1996) to directly seek work in booming Rustenburg. The repeal of pass laws in
1986 and a subsequent crumbling of the Group Areas Act (finally repealed in
1991) had already partially lifted restrictions on African workers’ movements,
but it was only after 1995 that workers in large numbers took advantage of this.
In addition, in the late eighties the gold industry began its steep decline. In
1980 the mining sector employed close on 800,000 workers (792,742) decreasing
to just over 400,000 (411,653) at the beginning of 2000 (StatsSA 2001). These
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experienced gold workers often seek work in Rustenburg, by-pass Teba and go
directly to the mine head. Some have contacts in Rustenburg and bribe their
way into employment, as this Angloplats worker tells:

People give you information and say go to so and so. I paid R500 upfront for a certi-
ficate to say I was qualified for the job plus R250 to be returned once I had a job . . . At
the mine I showed my ID and certificate and they said this person is competent for the
job. This happens often and the mines know about it so they always take you for train-
ing because if you get injured underground they will say this happened because you
did not get proper training. It is not like before when Teba recruited and trained.
(Worker a 2013)

This form of recruitment has also lent itself to union corruption whereby some
NUM officials have fast tracked their relatives into employment or received
bribes for jobs. Companies, as Gavin Hartford (2012) observes, had informally
outsourced the recruitment of unskilled labour (as well as other human resources
functions) to the union allowing manipulation in recruitment to happen.

Labour Brokers: The New Recruiters

The reduction in migrant labour means that sourcing labour is now only ten per
cent of Teba’s activities and it has diversified to offer a range of migrant services.
It launched Teba Bank (now U Bank) which remits workers’ earnings to the tune
of R1-billion a year; it operates a message service for migrants sending some
250,000 communications a year; and it provides transport for injured miners
and has a tracing service to track miners and their families when necessary.
Teba has also been forced to diversify as it faces competition from the new recrui-
ters: labour contractors, or labour brokers as they are better known, who provide
short-term labour to mines. By the mid-1990s, labour contractors had made sig-
nificant inroads into the Rustenburg mines and today about a third of mine
labour is contracted, numbering in the region 38,000 workers (105,069 are perma-
nent) (DMR 2013).

On the Rustenburg platinum fields, as in the gold mines, contracted labour pre-
sents in different forms. Mines employ their own permanent unionised labour and
also use the services of non-unionised temporary labour supplied by labour
brokers or labour contractors. In a different model of contracting, Aquarius Plati-
num contracted out its entire operations to Murray & Roberts which utilised its
own employees.3 Contractors providing specialised services for a limited period
also exist, such as shaft sinking and rope lacing, and supply their own labour
for the duration of the contract. All these mines and contractors make use of
both their own permanent labour as well as short-term labour supplied by
labour contractors. At times the permanent employees of specialised contractors,
such as at Murray & Roberts, are unionised and so earn the same or higher wages
than permanent labour employed directly by the mines. However, mines also use
the services of specialised contractors in less well paid, vulnerable sectors such as
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cleaning and security and these workers alongside short-term labour supplied by
labour brokers are often non-unionised and deeply exploited.

As labour broking took hold in the platinum sector in the mid-1990s, simul-
taneously the state was seeking to transform mine ownership and the colonial
legacy of degradation and exploitation embodied in the migrant labour system.
New legislation such as the LRA, the Mine Health & Safety Act, the Immigration
Act and the MPRDA were all underpinned by this transformative spirit. In the
labour broker recruitment system, however, some of the contradictions of govern-
ment’s well-intentioned post-apartheid laws became apparent. Andries Bezui-
denhout has noted how the Employment Equity Act and related Black
Economic Empowerment (BEE) policies have exposed ‘tensions between two
contesting notions of BEE’ (2008:186) one of focusing on black ownership and
the creation of a black bourgeoisie and the other the intention of overcoming
the apartheid workplace regime. Black ownership, especially in the mining
sector, has often been at the expense of exploitative workplace practices exempli-
fied in particular in its use of labour brokers where ‘the empowerment of some is
often built on the disempowerment of others’ and BEE is ‘used as a smokescreen
to hide the evasion of labour standards’ (Bezuidenhout 2008:186, 197). This
article deepens this analysis of how contradictions in the implementation of
post-apartheid transformative legislation has resulted in a continued hyper exploi-
tation of both local and non-South African labour.

For mining capital, labour broking meshed easily with the partially dismantled
migrant labour system the commonality being low-wage and low-reproduction
costs even though capital now had to accommodate the new labour-friendly
LRA with its unfair dismissal, retrenchment and other provisions. Here capital
identified a gap where the LRA regards labour broking as a legitimate activity
with the broker being the employer of workers, which it outsources to mines.
The LRA also fails to circumscribe the period for which workers can be ‘tempor-
arily employed’ and so it undermines the notion of job security and allows capital
to discard labour at any point it desires. In addition, the three-month probation
period stipulated in the LRA allows for the employment of very short-term
labour who do not benefit from the protective provisions of the LRA (Theron
2011). Further, the BCEA, which governs all workers’ conditions of employment
is often ignored or manipulated to ensure workers are not covered. For example,
the BCEA does not apply to workers doing under 24 hours a month, so brokers,
when supplying short-term labour, are careful to implement this limit and thus
do not have to observe laws governing overtime payment, paid public holidays
or limits on hours of work.

Many retrenched gold mineworkers and inexperienced young workers from
across South Africa register with labour contractors. Within the labour contracting
sector itself there are differentials where temporary workers may enjoy better or
worse pay and sometimes benefits. Low skilled young workers are often recruited
by the bottom end unregistered ‘bakkie brigade’, which is commonly seen on the
side of the road near mines in Rustenburg. These workers enter very short-term
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work, sometimes a few days or a week, making union recruitment impossible and
receiving wages as low as R60 a day. Workers complained, and a more established
labour broker corroborated, that many smaller brokers demand a R150 registration
fee as well as frequently taking half of the mine’s payment (Esterhuizen 2012).

On the high end sit the larger labour contractors who provide a total service to
the mine from sourcing through to supervision and payroll management. In a
similar pattern to the gold mining industry where contracting first took hold
(Kenny & Bezuidenhout 1999) they typically hire out wholly supervised gangs,
or team labour, but also provide a more individual executive and artisan recruit-
ment service (Zimbabweans, for example, with their superior education and train-
ing are frequently sourced for their artisan skills). Like Teba they keep a database
of workers and engage in both active and passive recruitment (San Contracting
Services has 54,000 workers on its database). They record skill level and experi-
ence from numerous worker enquiries as well as actively engage with local gov-
ernment, tribal authorities and community activist groups demanding the
recruitment of local labour from any of Rustenburg’s 37 communities. ‘We
meet and give orders and they must supply,’ explained a labour broker (Esterhui-
zen 2012). Unlike Teba, however, they mainly recruit locally although they prefer
retrenched mineworkers as they come with skills, such as rock drilling, and tend to
be less educated with lower expectations whilst requiring little or no training.
Many of these workers had previously been recruited by Teba for the gold
mines where they joined NUM and enjoyed improved conditions, but now they
return as retrenchees to register with brokers (Esterhuizen 2012; Swart 2012).
To get employed they frequently present themselves as locals, thus allowing
mines to comply with the Mining Charter whilst simultaneously avoiding the
levy on the recruitment of foreign labour. Contractors usually approach Teba to
supply them with scarce skills offered by non-South Africans as Teba has the
deepest reach into southern African rural areas (Cotterell 2012). In this way
Teba too indirectly benefits from insecure forms of contracted labour.

It should be noted that neither Teba nor labour contractors recruit many women
mineworkers. Under the Mining Charter mines must ensure that ten per cent of
their workforce is women and most of these are permanent. Low-skilled women
work underground chiefly as belt attendants and general workers, but women
are also found in artisanal positions such as tractor drivers and on occasion as
plant managers (Benya 2013). Women are mainly local and tend to seek their
own employment directly through Teba or at the mine (Cotterell 2012). Tebogo
Mauwane, an Associated Mining and Construction Union (Amcu) shop steward,
recalls finding a mine job:

I’m from Lethlabile in Brits which is near Rustenburg so I found a job at Sun City as a
waitress. But I was earning too little so I came to Teba on this Anglo mine, Kusalethu
2, and I was trained for two months as a PTV (pipes, tracks, ventilation) ... I don’t like
the work. Supervisors can be rude and abusive and as a woman you can never go any-
where alone. Sometimes tunnels are dark and people come through to steal pipes . . . I
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will stay maybe another two years because I need to support my parents, and my sister
at school and save so I can study further. I only have matric now. (Mauwane 2013)

Mines use brokers for various reasons, an important one being to circumvent
unions. As a labour contractor put it, ‘Mines don’t want to go through all employ-
ment procedures, especially when they want to just subcontract sections of a mine
for a short time’ (Swart 2012). Mines and brokers sign a private service level
agreement stipulating wages and other conditions including length of employ-
ment, which is not made available to workers. Some workers on longer projects
join unions but this is mainly for protection against unfair dismissal and not to
bargain wages and other benefits. A broker commented, ‘We have no union
members and we don’t bargain wages as our service level agreements with com-
panies have their own rules and regulations and the pay is stipulated in the con-
tract. Some do join unions but there is no bargaining’ (Esterhuizen 2012).
Brokers know that discouraging union membership is the key to sustaining low
wages so that they can offer competitive rates to mines whilst securing their
own profits.

Permanent labour, including many Eastern Cape migrants, employed directly
by the mines, however are well organised into trade unions. Thus it appears that
mines are adhering to labour legislation while in fact a large proportion of its
labour is hidden unorganised or weakly organised brokered workers. Through
brokers, capital has divided permanent and contract workers from each other
and deeply fragmented the labour force (Bezuidenhout & Buhlungu 2011).
When permanent rock drillers on the platinum mines in 2012 revolted against
the NUM, which they believed had been co-opted by management and demanded
higher wages, they did not include contracted labour in their demands. Permanents
view contract labour with pity, as this permanent Impala worker explained: ‘We
feel sorry for them but there is no solidarity [with contract workers], we have
no power to turn things around. We mix and socialise but in the end we have
different conditions’ (Worker b 2013) – but also with fear as they recognise
that much brokered labour had once been unionised with permanent status but
after retrenchment had signed up with labour contractors. Permanent workers
also fear that if unions negotiate for permanent and contracted labour under one
umbrella this will lower their wages4 (Worker b 2013; Worker a 2013). Thus
permanents lack the resolve to combine and fight for decent wages for all
mineworkers.

Wide pay differences result between contracted and permanent labour doing the
same work and sometimes working alongside each other. One Amplats permanent
RDO earned R8,804 basic, plus an RDO allowance of R1,000 which if taken with
a living-out allowance (LOA) of R1,737 and overtime of R1,000 amounted to
R11,641. Another permanent RDO at Implats earned a basic of R6,540, and
LOA of R1,850, and an extra shift of R536 amounting to R8,390. By contrast
one contracted RDO earned a basic of R3,060 plus a bonus of R1,080 amounting
to R4,140 (with a net pay of R1,688 after deductions including a garnishee order of
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R969). Another contracted RDO earned a flat R3,920. At Implats the basic rate for
a winch scraper was R4,488 plus a bonus of R3,657 and LOA of R1,296 which
amounted to R9,441. The basic rate for a contracted winch scraper was R3,230.
Incorrect job descriptions and grading amongst contracted workers also resulted
in large differentials. At one company a contracted load haul dumper (LHD)
was earning R15,600 whilst a contracted colleague doing the same work earned
R4,750 because he was graded as a ‘transporter’ rather than a LHD (Worker c
2013). Variations in shifts also meant contract labour was unable to predict
month-end earnings. A belt attendant contract worker who was paid on a shift
basis rather than on a monthly basic rate earned R1,367 for 12 shifts and
another R3,283 for 19 shifts.

It is clear that contracted labour nearly always earned significantly lower, some-
times by as much as R3,000 to R4,000 less than permanents in the same job cat-
egory. Sanitation assistants (cleaning and replacing toilets) are all contracted and
earned below all other categories underground – at one contract cleaning
company workers earned a R1,853 basic plus a R360 underground allowance.
A contract sanitation assistant on an Angloplat mine described his work:

I clean toilets and take buckets to the surface. I cover a big area – levels 17, 18, 19.
There are three levels to be cleaned and one level can be 20 kilometres or more. There
is about 5 kilometres between each toilet and on each level are about nine toilets. So in
an eight-hour shift I clean 27 toilets for R70 per day. I get gumboots, a pair of goggles
and a bag for chemicals. I don’t use the mask as I can’t breathe properly and it is not a
dust mask. I have to walk pushing a trailer with chemicals and heavy toilets in the heat
... When I wanted a job, after I followed my brother to Rustenburg, I went to the com-
pany’s offices.5 They told me, ‘We want people who are stupid’. I didn’t know what to
say because I’m not stupid but I also wanted the job. (Worker d 2012)

Mineworkers often do overtime, sometimes up to 12-hour days (Worker e 2013) in
order to meet targets. But, whereas permanents received production bonuses for
meeting targets, contracted labour is frequently not remunerated on the basis of
targets and either not paid or inaccurately remunerated for overtime done
(Worker b 2013; Stehring 2013). A stope assistant from the Royal Bafokeng Plati-
num (RBP) Rasimone mine who resided at the Boshoek hostel had this to say:

Since ’83 I have worked as a miner from Lesotho and I have worked in platinum for
five years. I formerly worked at Vaal Reefs in gold mining. I was retrenched and went
home in 2005 but returned in 2008. Platinum is not the same as gold as there is more
pressure [than in gold]. We are working more than the usual hours but often not paid
overtime – 12 hours [shift] is common. Contractors don’t care if we work so hard,
they say, ‘It’s your problem. If you don’t finish your work you will have to do over-
time’. (Worker e 2013)

All permanent staff received benefits (medical aid, pension or provident, LOA).
Some contracted labour earned benefits, although always receiving lower and
fewer benefits than permanents, and some received no benefits. Contracted
labour pay slips were also more likely to reflect garnishee order deductions.6
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Platinum chief executive officers (CEOs), however, enjoy excellent pay: in
2012 Lonmin’s Ian Farmer earned R13,85-million and in 2012 Amplats’
Neville Nicolau earned R17,85-million (Steyn 2013).

Another benefit of low union levels in the contracted sector for mining
capital is the ease with which labour can be discarded when the mine restruc-
tures by simply not renewing the service agreement. In the recent Amplats
threat to retrench 14,000, workers’ negotiations with unions reduced this to
about 6,000. This was in part achieved by terminating contracted labour (Stehr-
ing 2013).7 Some labour contractors claimed that temporary employment pro-
vided a stepping-stone for more permanent work and indeed this was
sometimes the case. However, a young contract worker explained how difficult
this is:

Contractors don’t like you to jump ship and try and get a permanent job as they have
your name on a computer so if you go for an interview they will pick it up and ask you
why you are applying. You have to resign and go to apply for a permanent job outside.
(Worker f 2013)

The service agreement with mines includes the broker’s obligation to observe
safety laws under the Mine Health & Safety Act (2004). Although this law is
well intended there have been unexpected consequences for contract labour.
Under the MPRDA a mine inspector can close a mine if it endangers workers’
safety. This is problematic for mine owners who lose valuable production time
and it occurs fairly frequently on the Rustenburg mines. Thus, labour contractors
know that breaches in safety regulations will result in the cancellation of the con-
tract. In consequence they hide injuries and workers are instructed not to make
compensation claims. A contracted sanitation assistant related how an under-
ground railway accident broke his leg in 2012. He was not permitted to use the
mine hospital and was treated in a state facility. He was told by the company to
claim the accident happened on the surface so as not to jeopardise its contract
but he later received a company SMS saying, ‘Don’t worry you don’t need to
change the story. We will fill the WCL (workers’ compensation) forms’.8 He
has heard nothing further and believes he will never receive compensation, as
only he and the company know of the accident (Worker d 2012). Other contracted
workers told how a prank by white supervisors in breach of underground safety
rules resulted in the cancellation of a two-year contract with Amplats and dismis-
sal without compensation of 81 contracted workers. The mine feared the Depart-
ment of Mineral Resources (DMR) would be notified of the incident and issue a
closure order. 9 The contracted worker queried, ‘Why terminate all 85 workers
and not just the whites?’ (Sephiri 2013). All jobs in the platinum industry are inse-
cure, but contracted workers live in a state of precarity within precarity – and
health and safety laws contribute to this.

As found in the gold mines (Kenny & Bezuidenhout 1999), contract workers
excavate the most dangerous areas, or continue to work in areas no longer
mined by permanent labour. Permanent workers told how it is common for
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brokered labour to have insufficient equipment making their work more unsafe
and arduous, ‘We often lend them chain block lifts to raise heavy rock which
they have to lift with their hands’ (Mabutyana 2013).

Under the MPRDA, the mine is responsible for ensuring that contractors adhere
to the law, but this is problematic as mines become both referee and player and so
oversight is uneven and production imperatives often trump safety even if compli-
ance with health and safety legislation is required to obtain a mining licence. In
addition, mines themselves do not adhere to all legislation as their neglect of
the Mining Charter demonstrates (Mzukisi 2012) and the Act does not stipulate
punitive measures in cases of non-compliance.10

Meaning of Disrupted Recruitment Regime

So what does the disruption of the migrant labour recruitment system mean? Has
this led to the dismantling of the migrant system and has the super exploitation
of labour on the platinum mines diminished? Are migrants still prey to capital’s
determined accumulation drive or has a move to local labour ameliorated this trend?

It is evident that the migrant system has changed significantly from when Ruth
First wrote. The ‘kraal to compound’ Teba recruitment system is breaking down as
old recruitment patterns exist alongside the new. Capital no longer needs a centra-
lised Teba service to deliver a plentiful supply of cheap labour. However, mines
still benefit from the wide apartheid wage gap between skilled and unskilled
workers created by the migrant labour system coupled with the structural distor-
tions of the apartheid legacy which has entrenched very high rates of unemploy-
ment (at least 30 per cent of the country’s labour force is unemployed standing
at some 8.7 million (StatsSA 2012)). Both permanent, and particularly brokered
workers, battle low wages and unionised labour has waged some ferocious
strikes in 2012 and 2014 in all the large platinum mines: Implats, Lonmin and
Amplats. The degradation of swathes of overpopulated formerly Bantustan areas
from which many migrants hale means an even more desperate reserve army of
labour than in the early days of migrancy exists on which capital can draw.

Ruptures in the migrant labour system have also benefited capital. Labour’s new
mobility (both South African and non-South African) has secured a steady supply
of experienced and skilled workers as well as poorly educated, unskilled labour.
The shift to the employment of local labour encouraged in the Mining Charter
has also augmented capital’s unskilled labour supply. In other ways too mines
have benefited from the increase in local labour. Acceding to tribal authorities’
demands for preferential employment of local labour has, together with the
payment of royalties or granting of equity, given capital access to valuable
mining land (Bannon 2012). Companies also recognise that an increase in local
labour reduces the cost of reproducing labour including providing housing and
other services in both rural and urban areas.

Mines have benefited from flexible brokered arrangements because they have
manipulated the transformative spirit of post-apartheid laws such as the BCEA,
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LRA, Immigration Act, EEA and MPRDA. Further, they have benefited from
brokered arrangements because the definition of local and migrant has been
blurred, which mines and contractors are aware of and allow to persist. Non-
South African gold migrants to the platinum belt in particular hide their back-
ground on recruitment and simulate local status through such measures as pur-
chased ID documents or ensuring a local address and recruitment agencies will
ignore the lack of local language proficiency especially if the worker speaks fana-
kalo (Cotterell 2012). Lonmin’s Viljoen told how Bapo chiefs sign off on locals’
employment requests to authorise their local identity but the signature is some-
times sold to external work seekers. In a project where Lonmin employed 600
Bapo workers, ‘We tracked their surnames and found that less than ten per cent
grew up here [in Rustenburg]’ (Viljoen 2013). Industry claims significant local
labour, in some cases overwhelmingly more than migrants, but all platinum
mines, or specialised mine contractors, use labour brokers and as an Implats
manager commented, ‘Contractors use many more migrants than the mines them-
selves’ (Prinsloo 2012). Local workers frequently told how employers prefer
migrant labour and there is some truth to this. A driller from Lesotho commented,
‘Employers like migrants as they know how desperate they are. Most South Afri-
cans shun this kind of work [Basotho are often RDOs including in strenuous shaft
sinking]. They have options which we don’t have. We have to come here’ (Worker
g 2013). Migrants are driven from their rural homes by poverty, under-develop-
ment and unemployment. Another Basotho contract worker at Shaft Sinkers com-
plained about lack of promotion as employers are reluctant to promote good rock
drillers:

I came here two years ago as I spent five years at home after being retrenched. I was
promised they would consider me for promotion. I was even sent on a course by my
foreman who thought I had potential but then they pulled me out before I was finished.
Now recently they have pulled in three outsiders – all white to take onsetter positions.
I feel like going to the CCMA [Commission of Conciliation Mediation & Arbitration]
... I am loyal and they ask us to be loyal but there is no loyalty in return. I just want to
leave but there are so many experienced retrenched miners in Lesotho – thousands
waiting for jobs. (Worker h 2013)

Viljoen (2013) described how on Bapo ba Mogale local community request11

Lonmin trained 600 locals in underground work, but following a three-month
training period only half returned after the Christmas break. Locals are more
likely to resist dangerous, demeaning work and in particular gruelling RDO
work, as Implats has also experienced (Prinsloo 2012). However, many more
locals are willing to work underground than formerly as alternative jobs have
become scarce, and local labour demonstrates a dependence on formal employ-
ment showing a reluctance to engage in self-generated trading, an area dominated
by foreign nationals in Rustenburg’s informal settlements.12 Lonmin, post the
Marikana massacre, made a decision to reduce its dependence on migrant
labour observing the Implats model where 60 per cent of its workforce is local.
‘Our vision is to create more sustainable communities where people can raise
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their rural families near the mines and the issue of secondary families at the mine
will also be reduced,’ explained Viljoen (2013). Besides this altruistic sentiment,
using local labour will end the six-week production down-time on Lonmin mines
when migrants return home at Christmas. It will allow for uninterrupted, continu-
ous operations (24-hour mining seven days a week), as witnessed in most larger
mining operations in the world, while placing less pressure on the company to
provide regular access to families in remote sending areas as well as the impera-
tive to provide both rural and local housing and services.

All of the above manipulations and preferences make it difficult for StatsSA to
produce reliable figures on numbers of local versus migrants labouring in the Rus-
tenburg area.

There is also a blurring in the definition of local labour by mines. Implats
defines ‘local’ as anyone living within 60 kilometres of the workplace so that
transport to work is viable. There are indeed many such people working on the
mines (Platmin’s Sedibelo West mine, for example, employs 1,050 workers
most of whom reside on adjacent local Bakgatla land13 and many Impala
workers live locally in Phokeng or Luka), but companies often refer to migrants
from the North West province as ‘local’ even if they come from Zeerust 130 kilo-
metres away, Mahikeng 195 kilometres away, Vryburg 339 kilometres or Taung
410 kilometres away. These are clearly migrants but not from traditional sending
areas such as the Eastern Cape or Lesotho. In this manner mining companies are
able to demonstrate that they are uplifting local mining communities through
extensive employment in their Mining Charter Performance Reports, but in fact
these workers are often migrants, including non-South African migrants, in
local disguise.

For workers, however, the fracturing of the migrant system has had contradic-
tory repercussions. South African workers have benefitted from the repeal of a
tranche of apartheid laws controlling their movements as work seekers. This
has allowed for, unlike the former migrant recruitment system, open labour
market competition devoid of humiliation, fear of arrest and endorsement out to
ethnic homelands. Reduced foreign migration has also eliminated substantial
job competition for South Africans. However, the new focus on local mine com-
munity recruitment threatens jobs for workers elsewhere in the country particu-
larly for those from rural areas. This is particularly critical because
redundancies in the gold industry have already devastated parts of the Transkei
as former miners experience a decline in status, while communities encounter
deeper poverty through loss of remittances and lack of finance for education
and agriculture and other social functions all of which lead to an increased depen-
dence on welfare grants (Ngonini 2007; Reddy 2013).

The reduction in foreign migrancy has also heavily impacted on the economies
of countries like Mozambique and Lesotho (Gaspar 2006; Crush 1997). Lesotho’s
prime minister has called for the re-introduction of the collapsed system of recruit-
ment to South African mines. In particular, he referred to the practice of deferred
remittances, a payment system applied to Mozambican and Basotho labour
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whereby a percentage of wages is remitted to the home country and only accessed
on the worker’s return at the end of the contract.14 These deferred wages are
deposited into Mozambican and Lesotho banks and such remittances on scale
have been crucial to their economies, particularly Lesotho.15 The rand has long
been the desired foreign exchange currency in southern Africa, which relies
heavily on South African cash and goods.

Workers also suffer at the hands of labour brokers who replicate the ideology of
rapid capital accumulation, which lay behind the migrant labour system including
poor pay, insecure jobs with minimal training, no upward mobility, dangerous
work and restrictions on freedom of association. Mines have cleaved the solidarity
of labour with the consequence that all workers experience precarity. Contract
labour is exposed at the extreme whilst permanents fear retrenchment and entry
into the world of brokered labour and unemployment. High competition for
jobs also means that labour has accepted poor wages and conditions. The overt
coercion of apartheid mine capital in sourcing cheap labour under the migrant
labour system has morphed into a different less obvious form.

Conclusion

An examination of the migrant labour recruitment regime in South Africa gener-
ally and on the Rustenburg platinum mines specifically reveals that there has been
a substantial reduction in migrant labour and a fracturing of the colonial and apart-
heid recruitment system in post-apartheid South Africa. However, new forms of
recruitment, especially through labour contractors, combined with old patterns
perpetuate super exploitation, which is made worse by the job insecurity that
labour broking introduces. Similar theoretical arguments outlining the use of sub-
contracting in mining and consequent precarity have been made (Bezuidenhout &
Buhlungu 2011; Kenny & Bezuidenhout 1999; Kenny & Webster 1999) but have
not been positioned as a shift in the migrant labour recruitment regime. The short-
term nature of brokered job recruitment entails a rupture in the employer/
employee relationship where neither the broker nor the mine take responsibility
for this labour. Post-apartheid transformative legislation has also impacted in a
contradictory manner on African mine labour sometimes resulting in a worsening
of their conditions.

So who are the winners and who the losers in this disrupted migrant system? For
workers the fracturing of the migrant system has had contradictory spin-offs. For
South Africans the repeal of apartheid laws has brought in open labour market
competition, while reduced foreign migration has eliminated much job compe-
tition. However, the focus on local recruitment threatens jobs for workers from
elsewhere in South Africa, while non-South African economies experience a
decline in deferred payments and migrants themselves desperately attempt to infil-
trate the South African labour market under the guise of a local identity.

The drop in migrant numbers has meant that the role of the migrant labour
system’s recruitment pillar, Teba, has weakened although it remains the main
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migrant recruitment agency chiefly providing permanent, unionised labour to the
mines. Labour contractors providing short-term labour from the mid-1990s
onwards have however flourished. Labour contractors with their anti-union
stance and low wages have permitted mine capital to manipulate labour, mining
and health and safety laws and to continue to reproduce a cheap labour system
whilst appearing to implement union rights. Unacceptably low wages, poor con-
ditions and low union levels have thus persisted in at least a third of labour
hired by mines.

Mining capital, however, has experienced a plentiful supply of cheap labour
from both migrant and local sources. Mines have also benefited from the
fudging of the definition of ‘local’ labour. Its preference for migrant labour in
certain categories has been fulfilled through the ‘back door’ recruitment of
retrenched migrants who register with labour contractors as locals.

The fragmentation of the migrant system, however, reveals opportunities to
which the state, capital and trade unions can respond in order to create a just
and democratic society. Unions need to revisit the central organising principle
of wage solidarity and equal pay for work of equal value that would entail an
intensive recruitment campaign in the broking sector, which has been seriously
neglected. The Congress of South African Trade Unions (Cosatu)’s campaign
against labour broking has resulted in some recent parliamentary victories
especially in the adoption of the Employment Services Bill, which regulates
brokers, and was given the green light in the National Assembly at the end of
2013.16 However, the Department of Labour’s weak inspectorate (Ngoepe
2010) as well as possible employer legal challenges is likely to seriously under-
mine this legislation. Unions will need to organise proactively and intervene at
the point of recruitment to demand transparency in the negotiation of contracts
and in the setting of decent and equitable wage rates and conditions.

Unions will also need to engage capital and the state on the provision of housing
and services for mineworkers and their families, including those from rural areas.
Such provision needs to cater for all workers however and not only for migrants
from traditional sending areas. It should provide for migrants from other parts of
the country as well as for temporary and local labour, including women. Capital
and the state need to participate in long-term joint planning – resourced and
informed by knowledgeable planners. Such plans will need to include provision
for the inevitable decline of the extractive industry in Rustenburg and ensure
that the variety of labour with their different needs, which this article has high-
lighted, has a sustainable future.

Note on Contributor
Kally Forrest is a former trade unionist and editor of the South African Labour Bulletin. She holds a
PhD in labour history from the University of the Witwatersrand, is a research associate at the Society
Work & Development Institute and a former Ruth First Fellow. She is currently the senior researcher
for the Marikana Commission Phase 2. She recently published Metal that will not Bend: National
Union of Metalworkers 1980–1995.
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Notes
1. Jonathan Crush notes ‘if a low-grade ore body like South Africa’s had been discovered in

countries like Canada, Australia or the United States it would have been left in the ground
because of the inability to mobilize the right kind of labour force’ (1997:3).

2. Between December 2012 and April 2013 whilst a Ruth First Fellow I interviewed mineworkers,
recruitment agencies and employers from a variety of mines in Rustenburg. Regarding the
worker sample some were interviewed individually, and some in groups to ascertain how
they had been recruited and the meaning of such recruitment for their work life. In all I inter-
viewed some 60 workers with the help of a local translator who spoke both Xhosa and SeTs-
wana. Mineworkers were selected in different categories: contracted/permanent, young/old
and local/migrant through mainly unannounced visits to their living or workplaces (hostels,
informal settlements, townships, Rustenburg residential areas, trade union offices). Pre-
arranged employer interviews focused on human resource managers in the largest Rustenburg
platinum mines, namely Lonmin, Impala Platinum and Anglo Platinum as well as a couple of
smaller mines. Interviews with recruitment agencies active in Rustenburg included Teba and
general managers from two of the main labour contracting agencies providing brokered
labour, namely Sutha Staffing Solutions and San Contracting Services.

3. Aquarius, up to July 2012, contracted out its entire operations to Murray & Roberts but
found that this resulted in the duplication of management structures, which contributed to
inflated costs for the company (Interview Aquarius Employee Relations Manager, 25 April
2013).

4. On the Rustenburg platinum belt the NUM has different branches for permanent and contracted
workers so these workers seldom organise together or attend the same meetings.

5. The worker gave the company’s name but asked that it not be identified, as he was afraid of
being dismissed.

6. These wage rates are taken from pay slips provided by workers’ interviewed in the period 2012
to 2013. Also with thanks to Asanda Benya for providing some pay slips of Implats workers.

7. Also see Business Report 11 June 2013.
8. The worker showed me the company’s text message on his mobile phone, but was afraid to

reveal the company’s name.
9. A white miner videoed a colleague using a prohibited mobile phone (anything capable of ignit-

ing the seam gas that results from underground mining is outlawed). Eight months later one of
the supervisors was dismissed by the photographer, a supervisor, and exposed the breach of
safety rules to the mine.

10. MPRDA section 101, Appointment of contractor: If the holder of a right, permit or permission
appoints any person or employs a contractor to perform any work within the boundaries of the
reconnaissance, mining, prospecting, exploration, production or retention area, as the case may
be, such holder remains responsible for compliance with this Act ,http://cer.org.za/wp-
content/uploads/2010/10/MPRDA-amendment-act 49_of_08.pdf ..

11. The Bapo have staged a number of demonstrations at Lonmin demanding employment, includ-
ing a large demonstration in 2011 (Sowetan 29 August 2011).

12. This was abundantly clear on a ‘combi’ research trip that a group of Society Work & Develop-
ment Institute researchers undertook in May 2012 when we explored many of Rustenburg’s
formal and informal residence areas. The mayor of Ikemeleng, an informal settlement adjacent
to the Aquarius and Samancor mines, commented to us that, ‘Somalis and Mozambicans have
119 spaza shops in Ikemeleng and no locals have shops. Local people don’t have that sort of
mind and often they don’t have the skills so outsiders do it’.

13. Mining Weekly 23 March 2011.
14. At Impala, for example, for the first six months, 60 per cent of Mozambicans’ pay is deferred,

whilst with Lesotho workers 30 per cent of pay is deferred from months 2 to 11.
15. Business Day 2012.
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16. See ,http://mg.co.za/article/2013-11-12-employment-services-bill-on-labour-brokers-gets-
go-ahead..
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