OPENING SPEECH BY THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED REPUBLIC OF TANZANIA, HIS EXCELLENCY BENJAMIN WILLIAM MKAPA, AT THE SADC EMPLOYMENT AND LABOUR SECTOR MEETING OF MINISTERS AND SOCIAL PARTNERS, ARUSHA, 27 MARCH 2003 

 

 

Honourable Mutale Nalumango, MP,
Minister for Labour and Social Security of the
Republic of Zambia and Chairperson of the ELS Committee;
Honourable Ministers and Members of Parliament;
Regional Commissioner for Arusha, Hon. Mohamed Babu;
Deputy SADC Executive Secretary, Mr. Albert Muchanga;
ILO Area Directors;
Distinguished Representatives of the Social Partners;
Distinguished Guests;
Ladies and Gentlemen:
 


I am delighted to be with you today, and to accept your invitation to speak at this official opening of the SADC Employment and Labour Sector Meeting of Ministers and Social Partners. 
To our visitors from the region and elsewhere I extend a very warm welcome to our country and to Arusha.
I want also to commend SADC for its continued dedication to the issues of employment and labour, which lie at the centre of our collective war against poverty through regional co-operation and integration. Together we need to create competitive and dynamic economies, nationally and regionally.  Only then can we create more and better jobs for our people, promote social cohesion, and ensure the political stability of our countries and region.  This is a priority.  For, we live on a continent more known for conflict and instability.  The SADC region can be different; it is our task, the leaders of today, to make it different. 

I must also commend the tripartite setting of your meetings.  I am pleased to see that the social partners are well represented.  For, they have a vital contribution to make in national and regional efforts to expand the labour market, to raise levels of decent employment and to fight poverty.  For me, this setting is more than symbolic.  For, I believe passionately that Africa will get far if it develops, nurtures, and exploits fully the immense potential of the partnership between government, workers and employers in developing strategies that can contribute to the improvement of the quality of life that our people deserve.  I hope that this meeting, in a true sense of smart partnership, will work toward the full realisation of that potential.

The traditional antagonism between capital and labour may linger. The relationship between governments and labour unions may register its ups and downs.  Some governments may not fully trust the private sector, and the sentiments may be mutual.  But the essence of “Smart Partnership” in today’s world is not conformity or control.  It is unity in diversity.  Smart partnership is about the determination of the common interest in tripartite or multiple relationships. It is a shared commitment to adaptation, not to mutual resistance.  It is the desire to work together for mutual benefit.  We eschew the “us” versus “them” dichotomy, in favour of an acknowledgement of a shared destiny.  We either swim together, or we drown together.
 

Industrial Relations and Employment

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Harmonious labour relations foster, and are necessary for, social cohesion and economic growth. They provide mechanisms for cooperation, consultation, negotiation and conciliation of disputes and conflicts.  An efficient industrial relations system seeks to ensure that contradictions, which are inevitable, are well managed; and where they become labour disputes, an efficient and effective machinery for settling them exists. It is critical that such a machinery enjoys the trust and confidence of all the users.  

But we also have to address employment issues.  For, there can be no labour rights where there is no employment.  Increasing levels of unemployment, especially among the youth, is political and social dynamite in our countries.  In the case of Tanzania, the 2000/01 Labour Force Survey results (soon to be released) indicate that about 12.9% of the population is unemployed, and about 80% of the population lives in rural areas where the major economic activity is agriculture.  So if we want to fight poverty, especially income poverty, we must have economies that create jobs on the one hand, and that address the concerns of self-employed farmers, on the other.

Let me first address unemployment issues.  The increase in unemployment can be attributed to a combination of the following factors:
 

        First, and quite obviously, is that job opportunities are not increasing at the same rate as the number of the economically active members of the population (mainly the youth) entering the labour market;
 

        Secondly, the skills possessed by job seekers do not match those required by the labour market due to fast changes in technology; and
 

        Thirdly, national economic reforms and restructuring, as well as stiff competition among enterprises, force them to streamline and restructure, and hence to downsize and retrench.
 

 
We also recognize that a high level of unemployment not only worsens income poverty, but also poses a veritable threat to peace, security, concord and stability of any nation. The challenge before governments, therefore, is to provide for effective employment policies, unemployment insurance schemes, vocational guidance and counselling, and other employment services.  This calls for developing capacities within our labour administrations.

But such urgent demands on government capacity are articulated just when our economies are increasingly coming under severe strain from forces that can either profitably integrate us to, or disadvantageously marginalize us from, the global economic mainstream.

In its Report on Global Employment Trends for 2002, the ILO observes that:  “Two years of economic slowdown have produced a deterioration in the global employment situation.  With uncertain prospects for economic recovery, a reversal of employment trends is unlikely in 2003”.  And these were the perceived prospects before the onset of the Iraq war.
Furthermore, with specific reference to Africa, the study notes that:
 

“Sub-Saharan Africa remains the region most dependent on commodity exports.  In addition to vulnerability to weather conditions and to fluctuations in international commodity prices, it is a sector pitched at the least skill-intensive stage of production.  In times of slowdown or recession, unskilled workers lose their jobs and incomes.  In 2002 weak global demand exacerbated the downward pressure on commodity prices.  The impact on employment, although not quantified, has been disastrous, leading to a rise of informal economy under-employment.”

 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Let me, therefore, recapitulate.  Income poverty is a major challenge for our countries in the SADC region.  And there are only two ways to deal with it – first, engender the kind of economic growth that will create decent jobs, and tailor people to those jobs; and second, address the obstacles to increased productivity and marketing in the agricultural sector.

As I said, agriculture remains our largest employer, albeit mostly in an informal and subsistence manner.  But it has a preponderant impact on industry and commerce, and hence on jobs.  It is important in the sustenance of the livelihood of our populations, and in feeding the burgeoning urban population.  But more importantly, promoting agriculture and rural development is the surest way of stemming rural-urban migration at a time when industry and businesses are struggling to adjust, and cannot readily absorb surplus unskilled labour.

So, substantial investment in agriculture is in our interest as consumers, but also as a strategy for expanding the base of our economic activities for employment creation.  Organized labour must understand they have a stake in the success of our agricultural sector.  They can only ignore this intrinsic relationship with agriculture at their own peril.

In a purely African setting, for example, it is in the interest of the urban employed that agricultural productivity and marketing improves, otherwise the rural poor will draw upon the networks of extended family to survive. This makes the responsibility of the few in the formal sector jobs immense.  They will have to support extended families on wages that are in themselves insufficient, while at the same time their own jobs are increasingly coming under strain from global competitive forces that demand restructuring, and lower labour costs to remain competitive.

It is in this context that tripartism, the partnership that is so well embedded in your meetings, assumes singular significance.    Cooperation between all these players is also vital as we aspire to build harmonious relations that are both necessary for, and conducive to, growth.

In the SADC region, tripartism must come naturally.  For, many of our countries trace their independence through a strong partnership with labour movements.  Trade unions have in many cases articulated the aspirations, not only of the industrialised workers, but also of the poor in general.  Such a partnership can also see us through the challenges of the moment, and of the future.
 

Child Labour

Ladies and Gentlemen,
The legitimate desire to create an attractive climate for investment and job creation cannot justify child labour.  Not in this day and age.  Regrettably, in spite of a long list of declarations of intent made concerning child labour, the scourge continues to rise worldwide, and Africa is no exception.

According to ILO reports, about 250 million children worldwide, particularly in the developing countries, aged between 5 – 14 years, work in different sectors under hazardous and exploitative conditions.  According to this report, while Asia has the highest number of child workers, at about 41% Africa has the highest proportion of children working.  This is totally unacceptable, and must change.
Child labour is a crime against the most vulnerable members of our society, and it denies them the intellectual and psychological preparations necessary for a better future.  We must devise measures that would target areas with high child labour practices for priority action.  We owe it to our children, and to their future, to remove them from harmful forms of child labour, and to enable them reclaim their childhood and their potential through education.

In doing so, we must join hands with the international community by signing, and implementing, relevant international instruments through national timeframe strategies, programmes and policies that address the contributing factors to child labour.

Tanzania has started.  We have ratified both ILO’s Minimum Age for Employment Convention No. 138, and Convention No. 182 on the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour.  We are presently implementing ILO’s Time Bound Programme on the worst forms of child labour within the nation’s programmes on poverty reduction, HIV/AIDS control, employment promotion, and education.  We are also finalising the National Child Labour Policy.  All this, of course, is fine.  But we also need to work for changes in our people’s attitudes towards the rights of children.
Globalisation

Ladies and Gentlemen:

The process of globalisation is perhaps the greatest challenge we face today.  While it is true that globalisation expands the opportunities for unprecedented human advance, it has at the same time narrowed opportunities and eroded human security for others.  Driven by commercial market forces, globalisation has sought to promote economic efficiency, generate growth and yield profits.  But, left to itself and unregulated, globalisation does not address itself to issues of job security, equity, poverty eradication and enhancing human security and sustainable development.  It thus constitutes a serious threat to our efforts towards employment creation.

Globalisation forces enterprises to adapt to the changing needs of the global market in order to remain competitive.  Some have to change work organisations and contracts of employment, leading to what is popularly known as flexible employment arrangements. These include part-time employment, temporary work, casual employment, seasonal employment, employment under training contracts, as well as outsourcing or subcontracting services by enterprises.  This trend can have negative consequences for labour relations.  Tripartite partners must strive to understand this phenomenon and, through collective bargaining processes, be able to negotiate less harmful alternatives, while recognising the legitimate needs of enterprises to be competitive but also accommodating workers’ right to earn a decent living.

It is true globalisation has the tendency to undermine national economic sovereignty, and the forces of multi-national corporations, some with revenues several times Tanzania’s GNP, may be overwhelming.  But we can still carve a role for ourselves.  We believe our destiny continues to lie within our grasp. On “Africa and the Global Revolution” the NEPAD Declaration contends: “The case for the role of national authorities and private institutions in guiding the globalisation agenda along a sustainable path and, therefore, one in which its benefits are more equally spread, remains strong.”  
One of the objectives we pursue as a region is to move resolutely towards integration, a trend buttressed by the logic of globalisation.  But even as we do this, there are outcomes that are clearly within our means to engender, and which offer effective responses to the economic and social problems we encounter.

For a start, we need to create a conducive national and regional climate for domestic and foreign investment.  Addressing the policy, institutional and regulatory framework is key to growth, job creation and poverty eradication.  Then we have to vigorously promote entrepreneurship, particularly small and medium scale enterprises, as a strategy toward employment creation, economic expansion and poverty eradication. Additionally, we must also encourage cross-border investment and trade within the region.

Education and training are also key to employment creation and poverty eradication.  Labour plays a vital role in all economic projects and national economic development.  And a skilled labour force is more equipped and empowered to adopt and change in the context of new economic dictates.  It is also more capable to negotiate effectively.  There is, therefore, urgent need to re-evaluate the adequacy of our education and training provisions for our employees.  This will help to improve employability, facilitate entrepreneurship, encourage adaptability of business and their employees, while at the same time strengthening equal opportunities between men and women.  And lest we forget, the strongest economies are those that enable both men and women to be full participants in economic development and decision making at all levels.
 

Labour Standards

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Another practical measure for building a favourable climate for investment and job creation is the respect for fundamental labour standards. We all have the challenge of realising fundamental rights and principles of work, including creating opportunities for employment, improving social protection and strengthening social dialogue and partnership.  This pursuit is not an option. It is an important prerequisite for sound, equitable and stable labour relations.  But this approach is unlikely to succeed if, within the region, different countries adhere to different labour standards or to none at all. 

We must, therefore, harmonise our labour standards so as to succeed in integrating our economies and in strengthening our national and regional competitiveness.  The ILO has made remarkable contribution in this regard.  Its decent work agenda helps us in this direction, and it helps us establish a framework that fosters work with dignity for our people, bolsters the integrity of employers and contributes to social harmony.

In addition, we must address the increased risks associated with occupational health and safety hazards.  The safety and health of employees must come first in our economic activities.  Employers, governments included, need to be particularly sensitive to this demand.  Governments must also be prepared to establish and support an effective regulatory and enforcement inspection regime.  

Current labour standards, particularly in the light of globalisation, are no longer adequate.  This phenomenon is not peculiar to Tanzania only, or to SADC; it is global.  Consequently, many countries, Tanzania included, are undertaking labour law reviews.  The challenge is coming up with labour regimes that are more flexible, conducive to economic efficiency and employment promotion, but which at the same time protect labour rights and promote decent work for all.  This should happen through social dialogue and consultation between the tripartite partners.
HIV/AIDS

Ladies and Gentlemen:

The labour and employment constituency has yet another challenge, which is the HIV/AIDS pandemic.  This pandemic negatively affects the economic development of countries and is already affecting the most productive segment of our society in the world of work.  Some of its effects are as follows:
 

1.      Loss of the nation’s and the enterprise’s most valuable resource, namely labour, including skilled and experienced workforce;
 

2.      Increased costs for recruitment and training to replace sick or deceased employees;
 

3.      Declining productivity due to disease related costs, and worker absenteeism;
 

4.      Increased costs to cover medical and funeral expenses;
 

5.      Loss of competitiveness or collapse of enterprises due to the above reasons, particularly in case of small scale enterprises;
 

6.      Increased instances of child labour.  It is now a common phenomena to have orphans and very old persons heading households; and
 

7.      Possibility of high social security contributions to make up for higher incidences of uncovered contingencies.  
 

 
This list is not even exhaustive. The challenges lie in the development of prevention programmes tailored to suit circumstances of different work places; the development of policy guidelines and workplace codes of conduct, and ensuring that there is appropriate labour legislation to prevent discrimination, stigmatisation and breach of human rights of workers living with the disease. We also need to develop supportive programmes, like counselling, which may encourage voluntary testing that may lead to more careful behaviour.  There is a need to be more innovative in this area.  Through collective bargaining processes, for example, ways can be considered for cost sharing to help workers living with the disease access     anti-retroviral drugs and those needed to treat opportunistic infections.  This will help workers to remain productive longer and thus reduce the cost to enterprises and institutions.
HIV/AIDS has rendered a massive blow to Africa, especially to the SADC region. We sit at the pandemic’s epicentre, and it has annihilated hundreds of thousands of productive members of our society. The accompanying cost in human pain, suffering and grief is enormous.  The monetary cost is debilitating, affecting the productivity of enterprises and labour.   It has introduced a heavy burden on health care for employers, but more so for the victims and their families.  In the end, families have lost breadwinners and many loved ones, and enterprises have lost their skilled labour.

Business and industry need to join this collective struggle.  The experience of countries that have been successful in containing this scourge informs us that we can make a difference, if Governments, business and social institutions work together.   The 1999 Platform of Action on HIV/AIDS in the World of Work in Africa, adopted by the ILO African Regional Meeting in Abidjan, remains a compelling framework of action.  Those of us who are gathered here have an immense responsibility toward our people and our region.  We must show leadership.
 

Social Security

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Another challenge relates to social security, and especially the phenomena of the excluded majority.  Research findings indicate that most economic activities in our region take place in the informal and agricultural sectors.  Thus, the majority of our citizens live without any social security cover for things like diseases, incapacity, accidents and natural disasters.  We need to be innovative in developing comprehensive social security systems to cover the majority of our people.

Furthermore, the combined challenges of downsizing and retrenchment, as well as premature death caused by HIV/AIDS will, if not adequately addressed, threaten our social security funds, with disastrous consequences.
With very few exceptions, formal social security institutions have not been successful in fulfilling their main mission of providing broad-based coverage of our populations.  This is an area that must also challenge your deliberations. Many of our countries are predominantly agricultural, which is largely subsistence.  But we also have a huge informal, or as others would prefer, extra-legal, sector.  While it is unlikely that pensions and disability coverage may be extended to them any time soon, it is important that specific measures be explored to extend coverage to this potential pool of members.

In addition, issues of governance within our formal social security institutions demand constant monitoring for improved service delivery.  In our government, for instance, we have launched Client Service Charter programmes intended to increase transparency, curtail opportunities for corruption, and establish a client friendly service provision environment.  These are measures worth replicating as we seek to improve services and attract membership for our social welfare service providers.
Labour Migration

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Another issue we have to consider is the need to develop a kind of skills balance sheet, both at national and regional level, to determine whether the education and skills training offered by our institutions match the demands of the rapidly evolving global economy.  Closely related to this is the issue of labour migration.  Among the factors we have to take account of are the following:
 

1.      Labour immigration in the form of investors, expatriates, and other skilled workers;
 

2.      The need to put in place instruments to monitor imbalances in the skills levels, and the demanded skills, in our respective countries;
 

3.      The effect of regional political instability on labour migration and mass human movements; and
 

4.      Formulation of sustainable regional migration policies and programmes as one of the means of alleviating the problem.
 

Export Processing Zones

Ladies and Gentlemen:

I shall not have spoken to you with all candour if I do not share my views with you concerning Export Processing Zones (EPZ).  There have been various critical views about EPZs.  Many of the criticism are quite legitimate.  There are concerns about standards, about loss of government revenue, and about the EPZ’s preference for non-unionised labour. It is difficult to argue against these concerns.  And yet there are other aspects regarding EPZ that equally need serious and positive consideration.  In a country where unemployment is excessive it is naturally tempting to establish EPZs to create jobs quickly.

Even if EPZ firms were not to pay taxes that they can potentially contribute toward job creation, even at minimum salary levels, provides in itself incomes to individuals and to an extent, a sense of job satisfaction.  EPZs may not be a panacea to the needs of the Treasury.  They are not meant to be.  But they surely offer a source of alternative employment in instances where, without them, there might have been none.
Conclusion

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Creating employment opportunities for many, particularly the youth, is one of the keys to sustainable economic development.  Let me in conclusion reiterate the issues that should be given priority:
 

1.      Employability – to ensure access by the youth to appropriate education and training followed by adequate support during the transition to work.  We cannot confront the challenges of tomorrow with yesterday’s skills. Educational institutions must show unprecedented imagination and vision in imparting entrepreneurship and marketable skills, and in promoting self-esteem.  
 

2.      Employment Creation – to adopt those policies that will encourage job-led economic growth, and foster the institutional structures that can provide the advantages of scale at both the production and marketing phases of micro-enterprises, supported by micro-credit.  The corporate sector has a major responsibility in supporting micro-enterprises and self-employed youth through mechanisms of franchising, outsourcing and buy back arrangements.
 

3.      Equity – to provide equal opportunities for all – men and women – to realize their full potential, in education or when entering the labour force for the first time.  No society has truly advanced by depriving itself of the talents and abilities of women, who constitute half of its population.
 

4.      Entrepreneurship – to engender the special creativity of young entrepreneurs, who see social and economic opportunities where others only see problems.  Entrepreneurs, whether they are working in the villages or in the capital markets, are the visionaries who generate livelihoods for themselves and for others.  We need to encourage, nurture and support the quest for the new, and the untried.
 

5.      Environmental Sustainability – to seek sustainable employment opportunities based on attention to water, land, energy, the atmosphere, biodiversity and ecosystem management.  It would be short-sighted to destroy the environment in the quest for transient employment opportunities.
 

6.      Empowerment – to harness the uncommon opportunities of the ICT revolution to include the excluded, and reach the unreached, in terms of  knowledge and skills empowerment.  
 

 Ladies and Gentlemen:
We recognise that solutions to problems must be homegrown and responsive to the particular socio-cultural and economic context.  However, we can all learn from the experiences of others, and derive strength from our common purpose.  This meeting should strive to serve that purpose.


Many of the issues on the agenda of this meeting will have to be faced by all of us collectively.  But we must also recognise that the main responsibility for addressing changes, and the new challenges, lies first at the national level.  We must, however, learn from each other and from best practices developed in other countries.  It is my firm belief that all of us will be ready to work together in a joint endeavour in the pursuit of regional co-operation, stability, growth and prosperity.
Ladies and Gentlemen:

I wish you a very fruitful meeting and look forward to receiving the outcome of your deliberations. 
I now declare the SADC Employment and Labour Sector Meeting of Ministers and Social Partners open.

I thank you for your kind attention.
 

