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Introduction
Industrial policy in South Africa has undergone significant changes in the
last decade. The lowering of tariff barriers in compliance with GATT and
then WTO requirements has been paralleled by a shift in focus on the part
of the state to the supply-side, with the Department of Trade and Industry
(DTI) introducing various measures to encourage investment and stimulate
competitiveness. Among the supply-side measures is the Workplace
Challenge Project (WCP), which was launched by the DTI in 1995.

The broad aim of the WCP - to assist South African firms to transform
into world class performers - fits firmly within the realm of industrial
policy. But the WCP has a unique feature that bears the stamp of the
government’s labour relations policy. In brief, the WCP subsidises the
employment of a consultant by a firm to help it design and implement
projects that will improve one or other aspect of its performance. It is
however a compulsory requirement of the WCP that both management and
workers must participate in the improvement project undertaken at the firm.
To this end, representatives from both management and workers are
required to form a steering committee that decides on the nature of the
project to be undertaken, appoints the consultant(s) to assist them in
implementing the project, and monitors (and in some cases is actively
involved in) the implementation of the project. The WCP therefore combines
the objectives of labour relations policy – to reduce adversarialism in the
post-apartheid workplace and enhance worker participation in decision-
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making – with the objective of industrial policy to assist firms to become
internationally competitive. In fact, it seeks to do more than merely
combine the two policies: the two objectives are seen as complementary.
Better relations and more efficient work processes will interact with one
another to ensure a virtuous circle of performance improvement.

In theory the integration of labour relations policy and industrial policy
makes sense. They have a lot of common ground (ie the realm of production)
and also have broadly similar interests (ie economic development that will
create more and better jobs). But there are tensions between labour relations
and industrial policy, notably the different modes of regulation they generally
adopt. Labour market regulation can be divided into five categories:
repressive (rules to prohibit certain actions or outcomes); protective (rules
and procedures designed to protect those in weak positions from those in
strong positions); facilitating (regulations designed to enable certain
developments to take place on a voluntary basis); promotional (rules or
programmes designed to promote particular outcomes); and fiscal (taxes
and subsidies to encourage certain activities and discourage others) (Standing
1999:41-42). Labour relations policy has generally found expression in
legislation that displays strong repressive and protective features,
interspersed with facilitating and enabling provisions. Industrial policy, on
the other hand, is seldom implemented in the form of legislation. Instead,
far more reliance is placed on market regulation supported by a mix of
programmes and incentives (ie promotional and fiscal regulation) that seek
to steer investor and management decision-making in particular directions.

The WCP provides an innovative attempt at bridging the regulatory
modes of industrial and labour market policy through a mix of protective,
promotional and fiscal forms of regulation. These factors make the WCP a
particularly important topic for research, over and above the intrinsic
interest it has as a supply-side measure with a focus on the workplace. In the
article we examine the implementation of the WCP at the sector level and
at the participating firms in the Cape fish processing industry.1 Our original
objective was to evaluate how successful the WCP was in improving the
performance of firms. However, we had a particular interest in establishing
the contribution that worker participation made to performance improvement.
Meeting these aims would simultaneously indicate how successful the WCP
had been in meeting its objectives in respect of industrial and labour
relations policies.
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Successful workplace change is not a simple or quick process. Not only
must the methodology be carefully thought through and skilfully
implemented, but the workplace environment itself must be conducive to
the process. With regard to the latter, the literature on worker participation
indicates a number of preconditions that must be met for participation to be
successful and have a positive impact on performance. Strauss (1998:197-
214) identifies four requirements: the major organisational stakeholders
must support participation; worker participation must be associated with a
‘bundle’ of appropriate human resource policies (especially policies relating
to compensation, job security and training); the organisational environment
must be conducive to participation (ie competition on innovation and
variety rather than competition on price); and the cultural, ideological and
labour relations environment must be favourable to participation.

Levine and Tyson also identify four conditions before worker participation
can translate into productivity improvement: there must be some form of
profit-sharing or gain-sharing; there needs to be long-term employment
relations and job security; measures must be implemented to build group
cohesiveness; and individual rights must be guaranteed. (1990:205)

The literature on ‘breakpoints’ suggests that besides the above conditions,
something much more fundamental than a subsidy such as that provided by
the WCP, for instance an upheaval in the business or political environment,
is needed to create strong managerial commitment to radical workplace
change. (Stace and Dunphy cited in Webster and Macun 2000:141-3)

The requirements set out by Strauss (1998), and Levine and Tyson
(1990), can be synthesised into the following six conditions:
1. Major stakeholders support participation (which can be but is not

necessarily influenced by the presence of a ‘breakpoint’);
2. A favourable cultural, ideological and labour relations environment

exists;
3. There is a long-term employment relationship and individual rights and

job security are protected;
4. A ‘bundle’ of human resource policies, particularly compensation via

profit- or gain-sharing or similar schemes, is associated with participation;
5. Measures are adopted to build group cohesiveness; and
6. A manufacturing strategy that is conducive to participation (ie competition

on innovation or product variety rather than price) is in place.
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In this article we examine the implementation of the WCP with a focus
on the participatory aspects in order to assess how successful the WCP
model was in initiating performance improvement rooted in worker
participation. Our analysis, however, does not involve simply checking off
the presence or absence of the above conditions at each firm. Instead, we
examine what was done at each firm and then reflect on the overall
performance of the WCP in the sector using the six conditions as a reference
point for understanding why initiatives at some firms failed or did not
achieve the intended results.

The article starts by sketching the policy roots of the WCP and then
outlines the WCP programme as a whole. The next section briefly describes
the sector-level implementation of the WCP in the fish processing industry.
The following section provides an evaluation of the performance of the
WCP against its objectives (with reference to summaries of its
implementation at each firm, presented in the Appendix). The penultimate
section analyses the failure of the WCP to ensure that workers participated
in decision-making regarding the workplace change process, or to bring
about an enduring change in worker/management relations at firms. The
final section raises some broader questions regarding the way in which
government can best achieve workplace change.

The roots of the WCP in policy and management thinking
The WCP has its roots in earlier policy initiatives as well as modern
management thinking. The Reconstruction and Development Programme
(RDP) provided a foundation. It identified oppressive labour relations as
having created a major obstacle to enterprise efficiency and economic
growth in South Africa, and proposed that workers should have a say in
transforming the workplace. At about the same time, the Industrial Strategy
Project (ISP), which focused on the manufacturing sector, made some more
specific proposals. The ISP’s conclusions regarding the constraints imposed
on workplace efficiency by archaic management practices and poor industrial
relations were much the same as the RDP’s. One way of addressing these
problems was the creation of ‘workplace institutions of industrial democracy
at the enterprise level’ that would provide vehicles for workers to be
involved in decision-making (Joffe et al 1995:85, 91).

Importantly, the ISP proposals cited a number of firms at which worker
participation schemes had been introduced and where it seemed that they
had resulted in improved productivity. The problem was that these examples
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had not been disseminated to more firms. (Joffe et al 1995:88-89) The ISP
argued that diffusion would be facilitated by making available ‘experts and
professionals specialised in the field of work organisation and human
resource development’. It suggested that bodies such as the National
Economic Development and Labour Council (NEDLAC) or the National
Productivity Institute (NPI) could:
• maintain a register of approved consultants for use by enterprises that

lack resources;
• establish a set of guidelines that outline those issues which impact on

productivity and require attention by consultants;
• provide a consultant’s report on work organisation prior to the

disbursement of financial support; and
• partially fund the work of such consultants. (Joffe et al 1995:95-96)

The Labour Market Commission (LMC) also found that work organisation
and labour relations imposed major constraints on firms achieving higher
levels of productivity. The Commission identified the following factors
(among others) as key contributors to this state of affairs:

… authoritarian and racist supervision ... an adversarial/hostile
relationship between management and unions at the shop-floor; a
general absence of workplace democracy and inadequate worker
participation structures; poor identification of the workforce with
issues of productivity; and volatile industrial relations. (LMC 1996:76)

The LMC, citing international best practice as evidence, advocated greater
cooperation as the foundation for productivity improvement. Echoing the
ISP, the LMC proposed that government could ‘facilitate the introduction
of modern production methods by subsidising the use of expert consultancy
services’. Such a subsidy would be contingent on the subsidised firm
permitting ‘its plant to be used as a role model for other firms’, ie opening
its plant and work methods to inspection by other firms. A reconstituted NPI
was identified as having a role to play, particularly with regard to the
dissemination of best practices from leading firms to those lagging behind
(LMC 1996:78, 94).

Although the above policy proposals were rooted in South Africa’s
transition to democracy and attempts to transform the apartheid workplace,
they were clearly influenced by a large and growing international literature
on the efficiency levels achieved by new, more participative, forms of work
organisation. From the more academic post-Fordist discourse (Piore and
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Sable’s 1984 book The Second Industrial Divide was in vogue at the time),
to the serious management literature on the ‘lean’ firm – see, for example,
The Machine that Changed the World (Womack et al 1990) – to the more
popular literature of the Tom Peters variety (Peters and Waterman 1982;
Peters and Austen 1985), managers were being told that their competitive
advantage lay in the knowledge and abilities of their employees. They were
exhorted to de-layer management hierarchies, to multi-skill (mainly ‘core’)
workers, and to organise workers into semi-autonomous teams in order to
compete on the basis of innovation and mobility. The success of Japanese
production methods in particular gave substance to these appeals.2

Dissemination of the message to firms was aided by the rise of management
consultants, who translated the broad thrust of the literature into models or
methodologies for workplace change.

It is not surprising that policy-makers and many managers, searching for
a way out of the apartheid workplace and towards international
competitiveness, embraced a discourse that argued that the goals of efficiency
and equity are indeed compatible. It is also not surprising that, given the
pressing need to transform South African workplaces, policy makers tended
to ignore a large literature on the shortcomings of worker participation
schemes (ie that such schemes are a way in which management is
reconfiguring and increasing its control over the workplace) (Klerck 1999:5-
6). They also ignored the empirical evidence, which shows that while
worker participation has strong moral and humanistic claims it does not
often lead to better performance.3 What the critiques and the empirical
evidence both point to is the complexity of workplace change and how
difficult it is to do it successfully.

The Workplace Challenge Project4

i) Conception, objectives and development
The original aim of the WCP was to assist firms to become internationally
competitive by ‘transforming workplace practices and work organisation as
a means to improving equity, efficiency and productivity’.5 It was
implemented in three phases. The first phase (1995-6) aimed at fostering
dialogue between the social partners regarding the main problems with
industrial performance and how these could be solved. The second phase
(1997) sought to provide in-depth analyses of the value-chains specific to
each economic sector with a view to developing world-class value chains.6

The third phase of the WCP (1998-2002)7 involved the implementation
of workplace change within firms. The process was embarked on in 11
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sectors in four regions and involved a total of 63 firms. This phase aimed
to do the following: promote and subsidise the establishment of plant-level
consultative forums; develop and implement Best Operating Practices; re-
design jobs and implement new forms of work organisation; develop new
communication and information systems; and introduce new payment
systems, especially systems that linked pay to performance and skills.

ii) Design and management of the WCP model
The third phase of the WCP was managed by the NPI.8 Managers were
appointed for each sector/region to drive implementation, assisted where
necessary by the NPI’s regional offices.

Implementation took place in stages. The first stage of the WCP was the
identification of appropriate sectors/regions. The criteria for the evaluation
and selection of sectors included the growth and job creation potential of
the sector; the level of commitment to workplace transformation by the
social partners; the stability of industrial relations in the sector; and the
commitment of stakeholders to the WCP. Once a sector and region had been
identified as appropriate, the roll-out of the WCP comprised six steps: Pre-
nurturing (2-3 months); Nurturing (3 months); Orientation (2-3 months);
Implementation (12-15 months); Diffusion (1 month); and Evaluation (1
month). If all went according to plan the life span of the WCP within each
sector should have been about two years.

The Implementation phase was the most important component of the
WCP. In this phase the workplace change projects were initiated. This
involved the delivery of services by consultants, training of steering
committees, collecting ‘measures of success’, monthly steering committee
meetings, four or five Milestone Workshops, and quality assurance visits by
the sector project manager. The immediate benefit for participating firms
was subsidisation by the DTI of 75 per cent of the cost of the consultant. The
obligations on a participating firm, other than the establishment of a
steering committee, were to pay the balance of the cost of the consultant (25
per cent),9 to develop an acceptable project plan, to collect and report on
agreed ‘measures of success’, and to diffuse information and learning to
other participating firms. The ability and willingness of firms to do the
above were supposed to be the basis for their selection for participation in
the WCP.

Programmes such as the WCP seldom run according to plan. It should
therefore be emphasised that the above is an outline of the plan rather than
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the practice. The research on the fish processing sector shows that the WCP
took longer than two years, the above neat steps tended to collapse messily
into one another, there was not always strong commitment by firms to the
WCP requirements, and diffusion was limited to the Milestone Workshops.
These issues are discussed more fully below.

Nurturing and implementation of the WCP in the fish processing
industry
The first stage of the WCP was the identification of appropriate sectors and
regions. The fish processing industry met a number of the WCP criteria. It
provides direct employment for 27,000 people and accounts for up to
60,000 indirect and casual jobs; much of the employment in the industry is
located in poor coastal communities, so employment growth would impact
where it is needed most; it is a major exporter and there is potential for
significant export growth (and probably employment growth) (Africa
Business Direct 2002). Furthermore, the industry is concentrated in the
Western Cape, which suited the WCP’s logistical constraints.

A further plus factor was the sector’s relatively healthy industrial
relations. The Food and Allied Workers’ Union (FAWU) was the dominant
union in shore-based operations, while the Trawler and Line Fishermen’s
Union had an organisational presence mainly on the sea-going side.
Centralised collective bargaining had taken place for some years in the
pelagic sub-sector, formalised in 2002 when a bargaining council was
established for the sea-going side of the industry. Firm-level bargaining
took place in the hake processing sub-sector, but a few large firms dominated
so the bargaining arrangements had been stable for some time. Allied to the
sound industrial relations were the strides the industry had made in terms of
transformation, largely because black economic empowerment (BEE) and
employment equity were made criteria in the granting of fishing rights or
quotas.

A more problematical aspect of the fish processing industry was the
widespread custom of employing the majority of workers on a ‘seasonal’
basis. This is a misnomer: the workers were actually employed year-round
but only worked and received pay when there were fish to process. So
workers might not work on certain days because there were no fish, or might
work only five hours on a day because they had processed all the fish that
had been landed. They were paid only for time worked. The insecurity of
such workers makes them difficult subjects for programmes aimed at
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performance improvement and enhancing commitment to the firm.
Furthermore, the ‘seasonal’ employment arrangements tended to contradict
the WCP’s prohibition on retrenchments. It is unclear whether this factor
was considered when evaluating the fish processing sector for the WCP.

After the fish processing sector had been selected for the WCP, the
implementation steps began, although the Pre-nurturing, Nurturing, and
Orientation steps tended to be collapsed together and merge into the
Implementation phase. A roadshow by NPI staff and presentations by the
sector manager in the latter half of 2000 generated a list of 12 firms that
showed firm commitment to the WCP. Thereafter a number of meetings
took place to keep the interest alive and to jog firms along in meeting the
various WCP requirements (ie signing the formal acceptance letter to
participate, submitting performance data for the diagnostic analysis, etc).
In the course of the meetings some firms dropped out and new firms joined.
However, the pace was slow: by the start of 2001 only six acceptance letters
had been signed and the NPI was battling to get the necessary data from
firms for the diagnostic analysis.

The sector-level workshops were held in this period. The Best Operating
Practice workshop was first in January 2001 (which was probably too early
given that some firms joined the WCP after this date). It involved participants
from six firms (including two FAWU officials) over a period of three and
a half days. It was followed by the supervisors’ capacity building workshop
in May 2001 and the shop stewards’ capacity building workshop in June
2001. The shop stewards appeared to benefit considerably from the
experience. Certainly, it generated a better understanding of the WCP. In
particular, the role of the steering committee seems to have been made clear
to a number of shop stewards for the first time. As a result, they became
aware that they were supposed to have had a say in the selection of
consultants and design of projects. This subsequently caused changes at
some of the firms at which management had made unilateral decisions
regarding the project and/or the consultant.

Next was the Implementation step. The section below provides an
examination of the implementation of the WCP at the participating firms.
During the same period a number of Milestone Workshops were held, with
the aim of getting firms to share experiences and lessons through their
reports on progress. These were also useful in that they highlighted a
number of problems. For example, at one Milestone Workshop worker
representatives indicated that a number of the steering committees were not
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functioning well. This led to a special workshop taking place that focused
on participation by workers in the WCP and, specifically, the role of
steering committees. The workshop highlighted the somewhat limited role
that steering committees were playing in the WCP, invariably being
subordinate to management.

The Milestone Workshops also highlighted one of the main shortcomings
of the implementation of the WCP at the sector level, namely the absence
of FAWU officials. Although the union had given its blessing to the WCP
and sent two representatives to the Best Operating Practice workshop, the
union did not attend any of the Milestone Workshops, despite repeated
invitations.

An evaluation of the implementation of the WCP at firms in the
fish processing industry
Eight firms completed the Implementation stage. The process at each of the
eight firms and the outcomes are summarised in the Appendix. Our interest
in the sustainability of the changes initiated by the WCP led us to conduct
follow-up research in June 2004, approximately 18 months after the WCP
came to an end. These findings are also dealt with in the Appendix.

To evaluate the outcomes of the WCP we use the main objectives of the
WCP as benchmarks, namely the improvement of the performance of firms
and the transformation of relations and decision-making. In terms of
performance, the record of the WCP in the fish processing sector was
uneven. It was, furthermore, difficult to evaluate performance improvement.
First, it was hard to get performance data from most firms and in some cases
we got no data. Second, it was impossible to isolate the influence of the
WCP on performance data from the effects of other factors, eg poor catches
and smaller fish, or new technology. As a consequence, we generally had to
rely on perceptions of key staff to identify causality on the part of the WCP
with respect to performance. Third, performance data was obtained for the
period of the WCP and in some cases a few months after completion. It can
be argued that the impact of the WCP would only manifest at a later date.

Bearing the above constraints in mind, the performance data showed that
only one firm (Firm G) significantly improved its performance. Two firms
(Firms C and D) showed some improvements; three (Firms A, E and F) had
marginal improvements; and at two firms (B and H) there was no improvement
or a decline in performance. This is overall a patchy and disappointing
result. Furthermore, the follow-up research conducted in 2004 suggested
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that performance improvements had to a large extent been nullified by bad
fishing conditions (poor catches and small fish in the hake sector) and
adverse market conditions (very weak demand in the canned pilchard
sector). Whether performance will return to the improved levels once
production picks up is a moot point. A question mark therefore hangs over
the sustainability of the performance improvements that were made.

Attitude surveys were conducted at three firms to establish the impact of
the WCP on workers’ attitudes to their work as well as perceptions of
management style, worker/management relations, etc. At the remaining
firms we relied on interviews with key personnel to provide this information.
The broad finding is that workers’ attitudes improved considerably at three
firms (Firms A, B and C); there was some improvement in certain respects
at three firms (Firms D, E and F); and there was a sharp decline in one firm
(Firm H). Importantly, however, the surveys showed that while attitudes
had generally improved, workers perceived the WCP project to have had
little or no impact on crucial areas such as communication and management/
worker relations (see Firms A and E). The result is therefore somewhat
uneven, although it is probably a better outcome than for the performance
impact of the WCP. The improvement in attitudes also appeared more
enduring than the performance improvements. The follow-up research
indicated that in most cases the more positive attitudes had been maintained;
in a number of cases the improved attitudes survived even though ‘seasonal’
workers were experiencing increased job and income insecurity because of
the poor fishing or market conditions.

Beside the above outcomes, a number of problems with the implementation
of the WCP in the fish processing sector should be noted. First, there was
a lack of integration of the various components. The Best Operating
Practice workshop and the supervisor and shop steward capacity building
workshops were probably all useful in themselves, but there were a number
of problems: they were all presented or facilitated by different people, they
were quite spread apart in terms of timing, and they seldom appeared to
have much relevance to the particular projects being undertaken at firms.
For example, the Best Operating Practice workshop taught the Kaizen
(continuous improvement) methodology. None of the firms, however, used
Kaizen for their projects. Similarly, the diagnostic analysis, which should
have been the basis for the design of projects, was produced so late that it
was largely redundant.

Second, ‘measures of success’ (ie performance measures and data) were
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not identified at the start of the WCP, nor was data collected during the
course of implementation. Apart from the fact this was in breach of the WCP
requirements, it made the task of evaluation extremely difficult, if not
impossible. Similarly, the failure to supply the researchers with each firm’s
diagnostic analysis, which would have provided a very useful ‘before’
picture against which to benchmark firms, undermined the evaluation of the
WCP. Third, it is unclear to what extent the Diffusion step took place in the
fish processing sector. We are not aware of a road show and factory visits
to disseminate the experiences to other firms, although a certain level of
diffusion was achieved amongst the participating firms at the Milestone
Workshops.10

Why was worker participation largely ineffective?
Our findings are that the WCP was not very effective in terms of improving
performance in the fish processing industry but was reasonably successful
in changing workers’ attitudes in certain respects. The attitude surveys,
however, identified a failing in the process, namely limited impact on
communication and relations. This indicates that the WCP did not produce
a fundamental change in how workers were managed and the extent to which
they participated in decision-making. Monitoring of the implementation of
the WCP at firms and interviews with key personnel confirmed this finding
as a major weakness of the WCP, which undermined the notion that
workers’ participation would provide the basis for improved efficiency or
productivity. We argue that the reason for the poor results was that the WCP
conceived of worker participation in far too simplistic a way and
underestimated the range of changes that need to take place to support
effective and sustainable worker participation.

The WCP proposed that the steering committee would be the vehicle for
ensuring workers’ participation in the process. But the research showed that
steering committees did not function in the way envisaged. First, management
often took decisions that were the prerogative of the committee, for
example the unilateral choice of the consultants at Firms A (initially), C, E,
F, G and H. Second, the lack of clarity around the composition and powers
of the steering committee led to these bodies playing second fiddle to
management at a number of firms (see, for example, Firms F and G).11 This
is partly the fault of the WCP model, which did not require a constitution
that would provide a minimum set of powers or prescribe requirements
regarding the make-up of the steering committee beyond the fact that it
needed to have worker representatives.
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It is not surprising, given the lack of buy-in by top management, that
steering committees did not survive the completion of the WCP at many
firms. Follow-up research established that at five firms the steering committee
was no longer in existence (Firms C, D, E, G and H),12 while at two firms
it had been replaced by or was continuing as the skills development and
employment equity committee (Firms B and F). Only at Firm A was the
steering committee modified and upgraded to continue to provide a vehicle
for workers to participate in decision-making regarding operational issues.
So the steering committee failed to provide a more enduring change in
decision-making at almost all the firms.

Why did the WCP not secure greater commitment from senior managers
at many firms to the principle of worker participation in the process of
improving performance? The concept of a ‘breakpoint’ suggests one reason.
The WCP proposed one major incentive to firms, namely the 75 per cent
subsidisation of the costs of the consultant. However, the subsidy clearly
did not constitute a ‘breakpoint’ that led to a fundamental reappraisal of
relations by stakeholders within the firm. The experience of the WCP in the
fish processing industry suggests that in most cases it did not even lay the
foundation for such a reappraisal. This finding recommends a re-evaluation
of the WCP model. Put simply, paying for a consultant and requiring a
steering committee with worker representatives is not going to transform a
firm into a world-class learning organisation.

What of the other requirements for effective worker participation set out
by Strauss, and Levine and Tyson? With regard to the first requirement,
namely support by stakeholders within a favourable cultural, ideological
and labour relations environment, we have noted above that there was not
much commitment by senior managers at some firms to the participatory
aspects of the WCP. Compounding this was the virtual exclusion of
managers from the WCP (for example the WCP did not provide for
managers to receive training.) At Firm A this was identified as having
caused a problem, although the successes of the WCP project at the firm
appeared to be overcoming resistance by middle managers. On the other
hand, at Firm B the consultant appears to have ignored the rules by running
some workshops for managers to assist them better to interact with teams,
while at Firm H one of the consultants also focused largely on management.
At the other firms some managers participated in the process in one way or
another but many managers had no involvement.

Possibly even more glaring was the trade union’s lack of support for the
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WCP. FAWU gave its approval to the WCP in the sector and sent two
officials to the Best Operating Practices workshop at the very beginning.
But this was the last involvement by union officials. They did not come to
any of the Milestone Workshops, despite on-going efforts by the sector
manager to get union officials to attend, and provided no support at the
workplace level to shop stewards and members participating in the steering
committees. A large portion of the blame for the poor functioning of the
committees must therefore be laid at FAWU’s door. If it had actively
serviced its members on steering committees and had taken up complaints
on their behalf, management would have been forced to treat the committees
more seriously.13

On the other hand, workers generally responded positively to the WCP.
This is surprising because one would not expect programmes that aim to
improve commitment to the firm or to improved performance, to appeal to
‘seasonal’ workers.14 If ‘seasonal’ workers achieve productivity
improvements then they are likely to work less and earn less. Workers
without a guarantee of job security therefore have an incentive not to
improve productivity. Given the above, the more positive attitudes amongst
workers, particularly ‘seasonal’ workers, might appear anomalous. This
finding is, however, consistent with research that shows that higher morale
and job satisfaction is a much more common outcome of worker participation
than improved production performance, although in the case of the WCP it
turned out in certain instances to be the promise of worker participation
rather than actual participation (Blumberg 1969; Locke and Schweiger
1979; Levine and Tyson 1990:192; Maree 2000; Maree and Godfrey 2005).

Three factors could explain why the actual or potential involvement in
decision-making, no matter how limited, obtained such a positive response
from workers. First, there is the obvious attraction of greater control over
one’s working life. Second, the ‘Hawthorne effect’ may have played a role,
ie workers were responding to the increased interest of management and, in
particular, the consultant in their working circumstances and problems.
While it is probable that this played some part in the change in attitudes, the
continuation of the positive attitudes for a considerable time after the
consultant completed his/her work at the firm suggests that other factors had
an influence. An argument that can be considered is that the political change
the country went through in and around 1994 also impacted on workers’
attitudes.

With regard to the latter, the explanation would be as follows: Workers
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saw the WCP as an initiative of the new government, a government most of
them support. The initiative was a facet in a process of national economic
development that has as its goal raising living standards, reducing
unemployment and eradicating poverty. It is a goal with which workers,
particularly vulnerable workers such as ‘seasonal’ workers and the many
workers who support unemployed household members, strongly identify.
The goal, furthermore, could be directly related to bettering their working
lives through the workplace focus of the WCP. It is arguable that such
considerations outweighed possible fears that improved productivity would
reduce their time at work and therefore their earnings.

If senior management had shared the vision of national economic
development, the political transformation process might have constituted a
‘breakpoint’. But this was probably the case only at Firm B. For the rest,
senior managers tended to use the WCP opportunistically. This was not the
case for all managers: some middle and departmental managers at firms
were enthusiastic supporters of the WCP process, including the involvement
of workers in decision-making. But the latter managers did not have the
clout within firms to change their overall approach to the WCP. A favourable
cultural, ideological and labour relations (cf. the new labour statutes)
environment at the macro-level therefore did not translate into a conducive
environment for participation at the level of the firm.

The ‘seasonal’ worker phenomenon in the fish processing industry
clearly contradicts the third requirement for effective participation, namely
a long-term employment relationship and protection of individual rights
and job security. Although many workers have a long-term employment
relationship with firms in that they have worked at the firm for many years,
the nature of the relationship is precarious. Even if the contracts of
employment comply with the Labour Relations Act, the Basic Conditions of
Employment Act and any collective agreements which protect workers’
rights, there is little job and income security. So the new legislation that
flowed from the political transformation has had little impact on a customary
practice that has kept workers in an extremely vulnerable position. However,
as noted above, a surprising finding was that this vulnerability did not
appear to have dampened workers’ desire for greater involvement in
decision-making.

Our research did not examine the wider human resource practices at the
firms in any detail but it was evident that none of the firms had linked
improvements in performance to rewards (either via profit- or gain-sharing
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or similar schemes); despite the fact that the WCP encouraged firms to do
so. Although this did not have a negative impact on workers’ attitudes to
participation, this was mainly because the performance improvements were
so limited and patchy across firms. It would probably have been a very
different situation if firms had shown significant increases in performance
and workers did not see any gains flowing to themselves. Obviously, if
workers saw the performance improvement impacting negatively on
themselves, through reduced working time and income, they would have
been far more resistant to the improvement process. The widespread
employment of ‘seasonal’ workers is therefore a barrier to schemes that link
rewards to performance.

The fourth requirement – measures to build group cohesiveness – was an
aspect on which the WCP placed emphasis, primarily through promotion of
teams. However, establishing teams was not a pre-condition for participating
in the WCP, and whether such an approach was adopted depended to a large
extent on the methodology of the chosen consultant. In the case of the fish
processing industry, the consultant at firms A and B put a lot of effort into
re-organising work into teams and training the teams, and also put structures
in place to ensure that teams continued to be supported. Team-building was
not a key part of the other consultants’ methodologies. Group cohesiveness
was also undermined by managers often not participating in the team
building process.

The last requirement for effective participation is that the firm should have
a business strategy that is conducive to participation, ie it should compete on
the basis of innovation and product variety rather than price. There is a certain
amount of product innovation in the fish processing industry but competition
in the industry is primarily on price. This is certainly the case with the
manufacture of fishmeal and to a large extent the canned pilchard sector,
although some variety has been introduced in order to access certain niche
export markets (eg Firm A). The two large hake processors (Firms C and D)
pursue a strategy of product variety, but only for a proportion of the fish
processed. The efficiency of the basic processing operation is therefore at least
as important for the overall profitability of the firms as the operation in which
value is added to fish to create diverse products. Furthermore, the manufacturing
strategy of these firms was not of great significance to the impact of the WCP
on participation because the WCP was implemented in only a part of their
operations (in the Offloading Department at Firm C and as a pilot project on six
production lines at Firm D).
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The fish processing industry was therefore probably not the best sector
in which to implement the WCP if one wanted a workplace change process
that involved the participation of workers. However, the nature of competition
in the sector is probably a less salient feature than the lack of commitment
by many senior managers and the trade union to such a change process, or
the precarious nature of the employment of most workers. These factors
outweighed positive features such as the enthusiastic response of workers
to the process and the favourable macro environment. The analysis suggests
that in at least some sectors the legacy of poor workplace relations and
autocratic management styles is an enduring one. Industrial policy
programmes that seek to incentivise change processes that aim at improved
efficiency need to take this legacy much more seriously if workers’
involvement in decision-making is going to be a key part of the process.

Conclusion
The limitations of the WCP model in relation to the commitment of the
parties throw up wide-ranging questions about the route to achieving equity
and efficiency. What sort of programme will ensure that managers go
beyond the formalities and make a real commitment to workplace change?
Does government add more incentives or does it compel a more structured
form of worker participation as the basis for any technical or financial
assistance to effect workplace change? If the latter, how would government
persuade firms and unions to participate? Or is it simply the case that the
WCP was too short; and what is needed to transform firms is a longer-term
intervention? Underlying these questions is a bigger question about the way
in which a developmental state regulates for efficiency (particularly in the
context of high unemployment). It is a question that has enormous practical
significance for South Africa, as it battles to achieve international
competitiveness and extend democracy from the political to the economic
sphere. Policy contestation tends to lead to an erratic course being steered
between the latter objectives, as evidenced at the micro-level in the WCP,
where industrial democracy (and job creation) ended up the poor relation
to greater efficiency.

The WCP was in broad terms a generic programme, but it had flexibility
built into it that allowed sectors to first be evaluated for suitability and then
projects to be designed to suit the circumstances of individual firms within
the sector. The key principles of the WCP were relatively sophisticated in
that it sought performance improvement on the basis of worker participation.
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But the programme conceived of worker participation too simplistically,
assuming a level of commitment from management and unions that did not
necessarily exist. Our analysis of the WCP in the fish processing sector
indicates that it was not ready for such a programme. However, the impetus
to roll out the WCP to sectors appears to have overridden questions about
its suitability, and once it was implemented the programme had a momentum
that pushed it through to completion without much consideration of whether
it was achieving its objectives or not.

This is not to say that the fish processing industry could not benefit from
some sort of programme. Requirements such as long-term employment
relationships and innovative competitive strategies should not exclude
sectors in which non-standard employment is prevalent or competition is
primarily on price, from any sort of government intervention.

It is just that the WCP was not the right programme for the sector. What
was needed was an intervention that was targeted at a more basic level and
was customised to suit the circumstances of the industry. For example, a
series of training workshops run at the firm-level in which management and
workers were taught communication and problem-solving skills using
practical workplace situations, alongside the negotiation of a social plan,
might have been much more beneficial for workers and performance in the
industry. Such a foundation could secure the commitment of stakeholders
to a second programme or phase that would have borne more of a resemblance
to the WCP.

What the experience of the WCP in the fish processing industry suggests
is that a much more sophisticated conceptualisation is needed of the way in
which labour relations policy and industrial policy can be integrated to
achieve micro-economic reform. Such a conceptualisation would not be
about choosing either a targeted programme or a generic programme, but
would seek to get the right balance between the human relations and
technical components of the programme for the circumstances of sectors. In
some industries this balance might be between worker participation and
performance improvement, but in other sectors, such as fish processing, the
balance will tilt towards building relationships, developing more consultative
styles of management and solving social problems, with performance
improvement a longer term goal. A balance also needs to be struck between
incentives and prescription.

The poor results achieved by the WCP in the fish processing industry
should not be grounds for jettisoning the programme. It appears that it was
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far more successful in other sectors. What is critical is that government
learn from the experience of the WCP and continue developing integrated
policy programmes and regulations to achieve more efficient and equitable
workplaces.

Notes
1. The authors were commissioned by the National Productivity Institute (NPI) –

the managers of the WCP on behalf of the DTI – to evaluate the impact of the
WCP in the fish processing sector. The methodology used was case studies of
each participating firm, through interviews with key informants in the enterprise
over the course of the WCP and subsequent to its completion, collection of
longitudinal data in respect of key performance indicators, and attitude surveys
of workers. In addition, the process of implementation within the sector was
monitored by attendance of, and participation in, the three-monthly ‘milestone’
meetings involving all the participating firms.

2. The influence of Japanese production methods on the WCP was evident from
the Best Operating Practices workshops that are held within sectors for
participating firms. The workplace change methodology presented at the
workshops was Kaizen (Japanese for continuous improvement). The emphasis
on direct worker participation via teams was another aspect of the WCP model
that borrowed from the Japanese approach.

3. Maree’s survey of research on the impact of worker participation found that in
only a third of 75 case studies of worker participation did performance improve
(Blumberg cited in Maree 2000:113-7; Locke and Schweiger 1979:317; Levine
and Tyson 1990:192).

4. It should be noted that this article focuses on the first WCP programme. It does
not deal with the second programme that is currently underway.

5. Pamphlet published in August 1998 by NEDLAC entitled ‘Workplace Challenge:
a Nedlac initiative’.

6. Whether this phase was implemented effectively and if so what its outcome
was, is unclear.

7. The phase began in 1998 and was scheduled to finish in 2000 but it overshot
its completion date by more than two years.

8. The WCP was originally managed by Labour Market Alternatives. The NPI was
appointed project manager in late 1999.

9. The WCP set a ceiling of R2,500 per day for consultants’ fees, so the firm’s
share was a maximum of R625 per day (but firms could employ a more
expensive consultant and pay R625 plus the difference).

10. The planning and enthusiasm that the sector manager brought to the Milestone
Workshops contributed a great deal to their success.
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11. To some extent this was addressed in the course of the WCP by holding a
Milestone Workshop dedicated to the functioning of steering committees.
However, the workshop took place well into the WCP, when many of the crucial
decisions regarding projects had already been made, and it was clear that the
workshop did not solve all the problems.

12. We have included Firm H in the firms that no longer have a steering committee
because its committee is made up entirely of managers and supervisors.

13. It could be argued that the sector manager should have picked up on the
problems with the steering committees in the course of the WCP and intervened.
However, the sector manager states that despite prompting at regular meetings
with the steering committees at firms, no complaints were ever made. It is likely
that with more union support worker representatives on the steering committees
would have had more confidence in making known their dissatisfaction about
the functioning of the committees.

14. About 3,140 of the 3,800 workers (83 per cent) that participated in the WCP in
the fish processing industry were ‘seasonal’.

15. HACCP (Hazard Analysis Critical Control Points) is a European Union food
safety programme. Firms must be HACCP-compliant to export to European
Union members.
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APPENDIX
Firm A

The firm and workforce: A pilchard canning and fishmeal factory. It employed 700
people, of whom about 450 were ‘seasonal’. Seventy per cent of workers were members
of FAWU.

Motivation: Senior management wanted to use the WCP to finish a change process
that started four years before and had not been completed, particularly since the main
problems remained, ie poor yields, low morale on the factory floor, and bad labour
relations.

Steering committee and consultant: Management appointed a consultant prior to the
establishment of a steering committee. Shop stewards objected after they learned that
the committee should have made the appointment. A steering committee was then
formed comprising four elected FAWU members and four appointees to represent
management. It appointed a new consultant. Senior management was not represented
on the committee because they wanted the committee to have a strong operational
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focus. They also wanted to keep industrial relations issues off the agenda, hence the
exclusion of the human resources manager. Senior management retained final decision-
making power regarding proposals generated by the steering committee.

Project methodology: The consultant set up structures to monitor and train teams
that were established throughout the firm. The top structure (Task Group) evaluated
how well trainers were doing their jobs and monitored the performance of teams.
Trainers were appointed and the fish processing operation was divided into 34 teams,
each with a team leader. The consultant trained the Task Group, trainers and team
leaders, after which all the teams went through intensive team-building sessions. The
team of trainers provided further training using modules supplied by the consultant.
Thereafter team leaders met before every shift to get data on the previous day’s
performance. They then met with their team to discuss the data and analyse what went
wrong, why it went wrong, how the problem(s) could be solved, and how performance
could be improved. Once a week the team leaders met together and worked through the
whole week’s performance.

Problems encountered: Two problems were encountered. First, many managers
were not directly involved in the exercise. So the process of changing attitudes and
building teams took place in the absence of key managers, which created the potential
for resistance to the new system from managers. Second, tension emerged over the
distinction management had drawn between the WCP and industrial relations processes.
Shop stewards were concerned that team leaders were supplanting them as the main
channel of communication between managers and workers. Management argued that
team leaders communicated over operational issues and shop stewards over industrial
relations issues. Shop stewards were not entirely convinced.

Impact on attitudes, etc: An attitude survey of a sample of 70 employees revealed
that the WCP had a very strong positive impact on attitudes to attendance, and had
improved attitudes to quality of work, job satisfaction and the performance of teams.
There was also a positive impact on perceptions of problem-solving ability and
commitment. But the survey indicated that there had been only limited improvement
in communication and almost no improvement in the relationship between workers and
managers.

Impact on performance: It is difficult to assess the impact of the WCP on
performance because of the influence of other factors, in particular the negative impact
of winter on catches and processing performance. The average throughput for the
cannery and the yields in the cannery and the fishmeal plant all declined over much of
2002, although in the case of the throughput and the yield in the fishmeal plant the
average for 2002 was up on the average for 2001. The declines in performance were put
down to poor catches during the winter months. There was a positive impact on
attendance, which improved considerably in 2002 compared to 2001.

Sustainability: A key aspect of the consultant’s methodology was that the structures
he established would sustain a process of continuous improvement. Follow-up research
showed that this had been the case. Although adaptations had been made to the original
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structures, the WCP intervention and the changes it had made appeared to have had a
major influence on the firm. Furthermore, the firm was embarking on a second initiative
with the intention of taking the change process forward.

Firm B
The firm and workforce: It processes hake and pilchards, exports fresh and frozen

hake, and cans hake and pilchards for the local market. It had 300 employees, of which
about 120 were ‘seasonal’ workers. FAWU was the majority union.

Motivation: To empower workers and improve productivity. Management also
believed that the WCP could assist the firm to maintain HACCP standards.15

Steering committee and consultant: A steering committee, comprising an equal
number of union and management representatives, was appointed by the human
resources director. Appointments were confirmed if there was no objection from
workers. The steering committee appointed the same consultant as Firm A. The
committee oversaw the project, meeting once a month to monitor progress and discuss
proposals made by teams.

Project methodology: The consultant used much the same methodology as at Firm
A: a team of trainers was appointed and trained, and 15 teams were established, each
of which appointed a team leader. Two teams were selected as a pilot project to do
training. At the end of the WCP only five of the 15 teams had been trained (they
constituted about half of the workforce).

Problems encountered: The firm experienced a number of difficulties. There was
serious conflict between a newly created team, an existing team and the head of the
filleting department, which had a disastrous impact on the performance. Shop stewards
also alleged that a number of department heads were undermining the WCP process by
not cooperating with teams. This resulted in the consultant conducting workshops with
management. The workshops generated a set of suggestions that was sent to the steering
committee, as well as a guide for managers dealing with teams.

Impact on attitudes, etc: The WCP intervention resulted in various improvements.
Teams generated a large number of suggestions, most of which were implemented; the
steering committee overcame initial problems and started to make an impact; team
leaders were showing initiative; and relations between workers and managers – already
fairly good – improved. A key factor behind the successes was the strong support given
to the WCP by senior management.

Impact on performance: The performance of the filleting department declined
significantly, partly because of the conflict in the department and partly because of poor
catches in the middle of 2002. However, performance in respect of waste improved.

Sustainability: After the completion of the WCP, Firm B had mixed fortunes. Poor
hake catches necessitated extensive restructuring, with the firm shifting its focus to
pilchards just as the domestic market went into a slump. This resulted in a cut in the
workforce at all levels and the merging of the entire production process into one
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department, with the remaining workers being multi-skilled. Through all these upheavals,
the WCP structures survived at the firm. The steering committee still functions, training
and team building have continued, and the firm is still in contact with the consultant.
Importantly, the participative approach introduced by WCP had assisted the firm to
remain afloat.

Firm C
The firm and workforce: It is a very large hake trawling and processing operation,

but the WCP was implemented only in its Offloading Department and involved about
120 workers.

Motivation: There was dissatisfaction with a number of aspects of the department’s
performance, including damage to bins, damage to fish, and the rate of discharge.

Steering committee and consultant: Senior management appointed a consultant
prior to the establishment of a steering committee. However, once the steering
committee was formed it confirmed the appointment. The committee had eight
members. The majority were managers but it included representatives from the equity
committee and a shop steward. The committee played a full part in the implementation
of the WCP but the design of the project was largely left to the consultant.

Project methodology: The consultant’s methodology was to first conduct what he
termed ‘audio-visual research’, ie he took colour slides of the whole process under
review at a particular firm, focusing on common malpractices by workers. Thereafter
he ran training workshops with the workers, their supervisors and managers, at which
the slides were examined. Wrong practices were identified, and the consultant would
help workers to correct their way of doing things and explain the importance of getting
it right first time.

Problematic aspect of the process: About half of the 120 workers that went through
the training workshops were not Firm C’s employees. A sub-contractor (essentially a
labour-only sub-contractor) supplied two teams of workers per day (comprising 30-36
workers each), plus a third, larger team when a factory ship docked. The agreement with
the sub-contractor stipulated that it would work only when there was fish to off-load,
which meant its employees only worked and received pay when there was work.

Impact on attitudes, etc: Steering committee members (including the shop steward)
were very positive about the impact the WCP had on the department. Interviews
indicated that the WCP had brought about a significant improvement in relationships
and communication. Furthermore, interviewees stated that the participative ethos
promoted by the WCP now informed the department’s approach to every aspect of its
work.

Impact on performance: There was also a positive impact on performance. The rate
of off-loading rose steadily from the start of the WCP to February 2002, then dipped
quite sharply (partly explained by bad weather), before improving steadily. A similar
pattern emerges with regard to spillage and trashed fish. Both show a healthy decrease
but with a blip in February and March 2002, again partly explained by bad weather.
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Sustainability: Follow-up research found that the steering committee had ceased to
exist but interviewees claimed that the principles introduced by the WCP were very
much alive in the department. Hence improvements in relations and performance had
been sustained. But the sub-contractor now supplied about 90 per cent (up from 50 per
cent) of the labour force and had become more integrated into the firm’s discharge
operation.

Firm D
The firm and workforce: It is a very large hake trawling and processing firm that

employed 1 600 workers in its shore-based operation, of which the vast majority were
‘seasonal’ workers. Almost all workers were members of either FAWU (the majority
union) or a smaller local union.

Motivation: Management wanted to use the WCP to continue implementing an
improvement strategy it had initiated. Opposition from FAWU forced management to
abandon this plan and the WCP was done as a separate initiative.

Steering committee and consultant: The steering committee had 4 management and
4 union representatives, all nominated by senior management but ratified by FAWU.
The committee appointed the consultant used by Firm C, who brought in a second
consultant.

Project methodology: The consultants and steering committee identified six
production lines on which to implement the project in two phases (each consultant
focusing on one phase). The first phase comprised information sessions regarding the
WCP initiative; data gathering about the organisational structure of the firm, its
organisational culture, and financial objectives; and a ‘brown paper mapping’ exercise
to identify problem areas and get workers’ suggestions. The second phase comprised
audio-visual training for workers (see Firm C above) on six production lines, using the
findings of the mapping exercise.

Problems encountered: The dispute over management’s intention to use the WCP
to continue the existing improvement strategy delayed and soured the start of the WCP.

Impact on attitudes, etc: An attitude survey was also conducted amongst a sample
of workers from the project lines and from non-project lines. It produced ambiguous
findings: workers on the project lines indicated that the WCP had impacted positively
on their attitudes, but the attitudes of workers on other lines were as positive. So, the
WCP project seemed to improve attitudes to work but did not create a more positive
attitude than amongst other workers.

Impact on performance: The project identified and addressed many problems but
it was difficult to establish its impact on performance, partly because it was difficult to
get data. But data was obtained on the standard yield. Weekly measures of the actual
and standard yields for two project lines as well as two non-project lines (the control
group), showed that yields on the pilot lines improved over the period of the WCP, but
that yields on the non-pilot lines also improved by about the same amount. There was
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no evidence available to show that increased yields on the project lines were due to the
WCP project.

Sustainability: 18 months later the WCP lines were no more productive than the
other lines. The workforce on the lines had been halved because of poor fishing
conditions, which meant that some workers on the WCP lines had been retrenched,
thereby dissipating the knowledge they had acquired through the WCP training. The
WCP ‘champion’ had left the firm and the steering committee was no longer functioning.
This, together with the lukewarm support the WCP had received from senior management,
suggested that the whole process had come to nought.

Firm E
The firm and workforce: It cans pilchards and produces fishmeal. It employed just

over 700 people, of which 620 were ‘seasonal’ workers. FAWU was not formally
recognised but had eight shop stewards in the plant.

Motivation: To improve food quality and safety standards so it remained HACCP-
approved.

Steering committee and consultant: Management appointed the steering committee,
comprising five managers and one shop steward. The factory engineer was the driving
force and the other members tended to follow his lead. The committee appointed the
same consultant used by firms C and D, but it appears senior management had made
the decision and it was ratified by the committee.

Project methodology: The production manager, factory engineer, a supervisor and
the consultant decided on the design of the project. The consultant’s methodology (see
Firm C above) formed the basis for the intervention. The project was split into two
parts, one in the cannery plant and the other in the fishmeal plant.

Impact on attitudes, etc: An attitude survey was conducted amongst a sample of 45
workers. They displayed positive attitudes to the WCP project, and more generally to
the firm and their work, but not as strongly positive as at Firm A (a similar size and type
of firm). But workers felt negatively about management style and communication by
management, indicating that the WCP had a limited impact in these areas.

Impact on performance: Longitudinal performance data could not be obtained for
the cannery so the impact the project had on its performance could not be measured.
Throughput in the fishmeal plant improved during the implementation of the WCP, but
it is difficult to isolate the role of the project from various other factors.

Sustainability: It was reported that 18 months later the performance improvement
in the fishmeal plant had been sustained. The cannery section had been hit by poor
demand which made it impossible to gauge performance levels. The steering committee
no longer existed. However, it was reported that the attitudes of workers remained
relatively positive, which was attributed to the effect of the training done by the WCP
consultant.
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Firm F
The firm and workforce: It produces canned pilchards and fishmeal and employed

290 people, of which 180 were ‘seasonal’ workers. All workers were members of
FAWU.

Motivation: four years before the firm had introduced formal management systems
and operating procedures in a top-down fashion, which created resentment amongst
workers. The WCP project was seen as a way of counteracting the above by involving
workers more in decision-making over operational issues.

Steering committee and consultant: The steering committee comprised four FAWU
nominees, four nominated by monthly-paid staff, the human resources manager and the
general manager. Management were in the majority. Management chose three consultants
based on its identification of certain problem areas. The steering committee ratified the
selection. Workers had virtually no say in the design of the WCP projects.

Project methodology: The projects involved, first, audio-visual training (the same
consultant used at firms C, D and E) in the cannery to improve quality; secondly,
training workers in the fishmeal plant to operate new computerised technology; and
third, an intervention to improve attitudes and worker-management relations across the
firm.

Problems encountered: The third project (see above) started with a number of cross-
functional focus group meetings, which identified problems related to relations at the
firm. Managers stated that these were synthesised into a set of issues that were
discussed at a union-management ‘bosberaad’, and thereafter referred to various
people for action. Shop stewards disagreed. They understood the aim of the project as
being to change management style. The focus groups therefore dealt mainly with
aspects of the autocratic management style at the firm. Shop stewards allege that no
concrete steps were taken by management to deal with the issues, nor was there any
process after the focus groups which allowed for engagement with management. The
‘bosberaad’ was a union initiative linked only indirectly to the WCP project.

Impact on performance and attitudes, etc: It is unclear what the WCP achieved. The
two training programmes in the cannery and fishmeal plant appeared to be effective and
the third project was useful in that it had allowed workers to air problems. But there was
disagreement as to where this process had led and what had been achieved. So the
impact on relations seems to have been minimal. No performance data could be
obtained so it was not possible to gauge the impact of the WCP on performance.

Sustainability: Follow-up research showed that progress was being made at the
firm. The steering committee had ceased to exist but the issues raised by the WCP were
being taken up at monthly union/management meetings. Furthermore, senior
management were attending a change management course at a university. Middle and
line managers would also be enrolled. Certain aspects of the WCP process were
therefore being sustained at the firm, albeit in a modified form.



57

Can government facilitate participative workplace change?

Firm G
The firm and workforce: It is a small firm that processes and exports abalone. It

employed 50 people, of whom 40 were ‘seasonal’. None were union members.
Motivation: Management had two objectives: to increase efficiency and productivity,

and to become HACCP-approved.
Steering committee and consultant: The steering committee comprised management

and supervisory staff only. The committee appointed the same consultant as used by
firms C, D, E. The design of the project focused on the aim of getting HACCP approval.
Workers had no say in the design of the project.

Project methodology: The consultant introduced the processes and prepared all the
documentation required for HACCP accreditation. He also prepared audio-visual
material but by the time the WCP ended he had not yet provided any training.

Impact on attitudes, etc: The project’s impact on workers’ attitudes was minimal.
Impact on performance: The process of re-evaluating the entire production operation

for HACCP accreditation led to the firm making savings with regard to various
operations. These savings and the introduction of new machinery led to increasing
yields, which translated into significant savings. Output also increased significantly
without an increase in the workforce.

Sustainability: 18 months later the firm had not yet received HACCP accreditation,
because the sale of the firm had interrupted the accreditation process. It was to be
completed in the near future. Performance had continued on an upward trend,
particularly output. But employment had not increased and although so-called ‘seasonal’
workers were now full-time they had not acquired permanent status.

Firm H
The firm and workforce: It processes hake and employed 40 weekly-paid workers,

all of whom were ‘seasonal’. None of the workers was a union member. A trust had been
set up for workers that owned 15 per cent of existing fishing rights.

Motivation: There were two objectives: to overcome the informal and arbitrary
management style at the firm, and to address the poor worker-management relations
and demoralisation of the workforce.

Steering committee and consultant: Two consultants were appointed. The first was
appointed before the steering committee was established; the committee subsequently
ratified the appointment. The committee consisted of three managers and six workers,
all of whom were nominated by management. The second consultant was appointed by
the steering committee some time later.

Project methodology: The first consultant did certain preliminary interventions and
research in order to identify problems. Thereafter she tried to address a number of
problems but without much success. The main stumbling block was lack of commitment
by the managing director. Once the second consultant was appointed, the first
consultant focused on problems related to senior management while the second
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consultant dealt with shopfloor issues.
Problems encountered: In the course of the project the first consultant withdrew

claiming to have fulfilled her mandate. But it is likely that management intransigence
played a large part in her decision. At about the same time workers became so frustrated
at the lack of progress that they threatened to cancel the WCP project. This ultimatum
allowed the second consultant to wring some concessions from management. He made
a number of proposals to management and a meeting was scheduled to discuss them.
But management cancelled the meeting, which led to the workers joining FAWU. In
response management again committed itself to the WCP but no progress was ever
made.

Impact on attitudes and performance: The WCP project led to management-worker
relations at the firm deteriorating significantly. No performance data was provided by
the firm so it is not possible to assess what the impact of the WCP had been on
performance, but all indications are that performance probably declined.

Sustainability: Follow-up research revealed that at the first set of negotiations with
FAWU management agreed to payment for a full day whether there were fish or not,
effectively converting workers from ‘seasonal’ to permanent. The firm could not afford
the additional cost, particularly because of poor catches. As a result, most workers were
laid off after a few months but were later employed as ‘seasonals’. However, the firm
could not continue and was closing down.




