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1. Introduction 

The Catholic Parliamentary Liaison Office (CPLO) is an office of the Southern African Catholic 

Bishops’ Conference, tasked with liaising between the Church and Parliament/Government, commenting 

on issues of public policy, and making submissions on legislation. The CPLO welcomes the opportunity 

to comment on the National Minimum Wage Bill. 

 

2. General Support 

Throughout its history, the Catholic Church has upheld the ideal of the ‘just wage’: an amount sufficient 

for the worker’s own support and for that of his/her family, with proper provision made for old age and 

for emergencies. In 1891, Pope Leo XIII wrote:  

 “Let the working man and the employer make free agreements, and in particular let  them 

agree freely as to the wages; nevertheless, there underlies a dictate of natural  justice  more 

imperious and ancient than any bargain between man and man, namely,  that wages ought not 

to be insufficient to support a frugal and well-behaved wage- earner.”1 

In the language of the day, Pope Leo was expressing the principle that it is a requirement of natural 

justice that workers be paid justly. He went on to say: 

 “If through necessity or fear of a worse evil the workman accepts harder conditions 

 because an employer or contractor can afford no better, he is made the victim of force  and 

injustice.” 2 

A hundred years later, Pope John Paul II, reflecting on the teaching of Pope Leo, noted: 

 “Unfortunately, even today one finds instances of contracts between employers and 

 employees which lack reference to the most elementary justice regarding the  employment 

of children or women, working hours, the hygienic condition of the  work-place and fair pay.”3 

Both Popes were firmly of the view that, when contracts between employers and employees did not make 

provision for a just wage, it was the duty of the State to intervene.  

The National Minimum Wage Bill is clearly an attempt on the part of the South African State to do just 

this: to ensure as far as possible that workers receive a just, or fair, wage. In this respect, the Bill deserves 

to be supported in its overall aims. 

 

 

 

                                                             
1 Encyclical Letter Rerum Novarum, On the Condition of Labour. Rome, May 1981, paragraph 45. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Encyclical Letter Centesimus Annus. Rome, May 1991, paragraph 8. 
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3. Support for Specific Provisions  

Clause 4(4): It is important that the Bill stipulates that the minimum wage cannot be waived, since 

pressure will no doubt be exerted by some employers to force workers to accept a lower wage.  

Clause 5(1) & (2): We agree that the calculation of the wage should exclude payments for such things as 

transport, tools, accommodation and the like, as well as payments in kind.  

Clauses 6 & 7: It is appropriate that the minimum wage should be reviewed annually, and that this review 

should consider both the positive effects (alleviation of poverty/reduction of inequality) and the possible 

negative consequences (impact on job creation/capacity of small businesses to pay the wage).    

Clause 9: The composition of the proposed National Minimum Wage Commission is balanced and 

appears to be sufficiently independent.  

Clause 15: Even though the minimum wage has been set at a very low level, there may be times when 

employers cannot afford to pay it. Businesses sometimes face crises or encounter cash-flow problems. It 

is fitting, therefore, that employers should be able to apply for exemptions. It is also fitting that an exemption 

should not be valid for more than one year.  

 

4. General Concerns 

It is often argued that the imposition of a minimum wage will result in job losses, and that such losses 

will particularly affect poor people and those who earn at the lowest point of the wage spectrum. This 

concern must be taken seriously. However, it must also be said that when the minimum wage is set as 

low as R20/hour it seems unlikely that it would have this effect on a large scale. Businesses which cannot 

survive in the long-term if they have to pay R20/hour may have more deep-seated problems than simply 

labour costs. 

A more complex problem is that the existence of a minimum wage may have a generally depressing 

effect on wages. It is easy to imagine employers who might have been prepared to pay R25/hour or 

R30/hour now deciding that there is no need to go above R20/hour. As has been observed, a minimum 

wage can easily become a maximum wage. Although clause 4(6) aims to prevent employers from 

adjusting the wages of existing employees downwards in response to the legislation, there is nothing to 

stop employers from setting R20/hour as the wage for new employees.  

It is imperative that the National Minimum Wage Commission should monitor these aspects and report 

on them in its annual review. 

 

5. Specific Concerns 

Clause 6 Annual review: As it stands, the Bill provides that the National Minimum Wage Commission 

must submit its annual report to the Minister of Labour, and make recommendations to him/her 

concerning adjustments to the minimum wage. The only role for Parliament is that it can pass a resolution 

against any proposed adjustments (Clause 6(7)). We submit that it would be in the interests of openness 
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and transparency for the review report to be tabled as a whole in Parliament, so that both the question of 

raising or lowering the minimum wage, and the question of its overall effects on the economy, can be 

publicly interrogated. Clause 6 should therefore be amended to provide that, after it is approved by 

Cabinet, the report should be tabled in the National Assembly for the Assembly to deal with as it deems 

fit. 

 

Schedule 1 (1) National Minimum Wage: As we have already indicated, a wage of R20/hour is low by 

any standards. We acknowledge that this figure has been arrived at through NEDLAC negotiations, but 

we nevertheless urge that it should be regarded as only a starting point. Subject to research on the 

economic and job-creation aspects of the policy (as provided for in Clauses 7 and 11) government should 

be urged to raise the level of the minimum wage as soon as possible.  

 

Schedule 1 (2): It is not clear why farm workers, domestic workers and workers in the expanded public 

works programme should be subjected to minimum wages of R18/hour, R15/hour and R11/hour 

respectively. These variations from the standard amount of R20/hour tend to reinforce stereotypes about 

domestic and farm labour – that it is somehow less valuable to the economy than ‘real’ work in other 

sectors. Nothing in the Bill or its memorandum justifies this provision. 

In addition, Clause 3.16.1 of the memorandum specifies that these are “temporary exceptions to the 

national minimum wage for the first year, which is 1 May 2018…”. However, the actual wording of 

Schedule 1 and of Clause 6 of the Bill (to which the Schedule refers) says nothing about the exceptions 

being temporary. It is only stated that these classes of worker will be entitled to the reduced hourly 

amounts “from 1 May 2018”. If the exceptions are indeed to be temporary then a cut-off date must be 

provided, not only a commencement date. We suggest that the words “for a period of one year only” be 

inserted between “hour” and “from” in Schedule 1.2 (a), (b) and (c) respectively.   

 

Sectoral determinations: We note that it is intended to amend the Basic Conditions of Employment Act 

so as to phase out sectoral determinations as the national minimum wage takes effect. We are concerned 

that this could leave some workers vulnerable, especially those who currently enjoy benefits such as 

accommodation under sectoral determinations. We therefore urge the Committee to ensure that no 

worker is left worse-off as a result of the simultaneous introduction of the minimum wage and the 

elimination of sectoral determinations.  
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6. Conclusion 

We reiterate our broad support for this legislation, and our hope that it will lead to greater prosperity and 

income equality in our economy. If this is to be achieved, however, the implementation of the policy and 

its positive and negative effects will have to be carefully monitored and reported upon. 

We would appreciate the opportunity to make an oral submission.   
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