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Retailers facing rising costs in China want to source greater quantities of clothes from local suppliers, but to do so they need better prices from local manufacturers and certainty that problems in the industry will be resolved. 

Michael Lawrence, the executive director of the National Clothing Retailers Federation (NCRF), said yesterday: “I certainly think retailers would look to improve local sourcing if pricing was better.” 

He added that the local clothing manufacturing sector had good turnaround times and produced quality products, but the disarray in the industry, where many companies faced closure over non-compliance with minimum wages, was also a serious concern. 

The bargaining council has writs of execution against 471 companies, which employ about 18 000 people, for about R141 million. These companies operate in Botshabelo, Bloemfontein, Kimberley, the Durban metro, Newcastle, Thaba Nchu and the Western Cape. 

The first deadline to phase in the minimum wage is the end of March when companies have to be at least 70 percent compliant. 

Lawrence said if the bargaining council implemented the writs of execution, a significant aspect of local manufacturing would be phased out. 

Retailers are watching this development closely as they cannot confidently source from local suppliers if they face the nightmare of empty shelves. 

“The systemic uncertainty in manufacturing needs to be resolved as a number of retailers are avoiding local manufacturing due to these risks,” he said. 

Asked whether NCRF members source from non-compliant businesses, Lawrence said given the complex local supply chain “it is very possible we end up with goods on our shelves from non-compliant companies”. 

The Apparel Manufacturers of South Africa (Amsa) believes its proposed wage model for entry-level workers could resolve non-compliance and it will insist that this be the content of wage talks with the union next month. 

Amsa executive director Johann Baard said cost pressures in China had resulted in factory prices rising by about 35 percent in the past 18 to 24 months primarily due to rising labour costs there. As a result, South African retailers wanted to source from home, but they needed a price point below the current status quo and a reliable domestic supply chain. 

“With this guarantee, retailers will start planning their return to sourcing from South Africa,” Baard said. 

He said Amsa confirmed its presence for the negotiations this year, but it was inconceivable for the trade union to expect a conventional exchange under circumstances where half the industry did not comply with current minimum wage, which Amsa members did. 

“What is the point of negotiating for a wage increase that is not affordable,” Baard said. 

But Wayne van der Rheede, the deputy general secretary of the Southern African Clothing and Textile Workers Union (Sactwu), said if employers said they were coming to discuss an alternative wage model and would not engage on wage negotiations, then that was a disguise for boycotting wage negotiations. 

He said discussions on a new wage dispensation fell under the industry accord that was facilitated by the Department of Economic Development. “Clearly we are open to dialogue that seeks to sustain the industry, but Sactwu cannot entertain proposals that will reduce wages to 1985 levels. We are willing to talk about other issues to support the industry,” Van der Rheede said. 

He added that the prospect raised by employer organisations of the imminent closure of non-compliant factories was scaremongering. He said from April 1 the bargaining council would assess how many non-compliant businesses had met the deadline to be 70 percent compliant. Once that was determined a strategy would be decided upon. 

The weekly minimum wage for a machinist working in a non-metro area is between R489 and R579, and R738 for those working in a city. - Business Report 

