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Labour in South Africa is a microcosm of  and is a  ustainability, the uth Africa.erything we undertake. We hope that SIZA will spread and make a positive impact on how historical and socio-political complexities within the country – one that is a tinderbox easily ignited at huge social cost.

The debate is almost always a case of conflict within economic philosophies, and rarely about the ethics of human interaction.

That’s why the SA fruit industry’s conscious move to use the law as its moral compass and to focus on entrenching ethics, is worthy of more attention and analysis. 

The South African fruit industry is worth approximately R30-billion, and employs almost 300 000 people, whose families rely on their income. These workers are integral to the success of the fruit industry. Therefore, reciprocity is key to this symbiotic relationship. And our labour practices can only be deemed fair if ethics are prioritized and – importantly - the workers experience it as such. 

To ensure sustainability, the industry needed clear guidelines around labour practices. And to this end, Fruit South Africa has embarked on an ethical trade program that’s been formalized as the Sustainability Initiative of South Africa (SIZA). SIZA, which also means “help” in Zulu, has an electronic data platform that provides full visibility of the ethical trade status of farms throughout the value chain. This is a first for the industry, and also the first of its kind in the world. The program came about in response to a need for a supply base that prioritises fair and compliant labour practice. And it was important that it promotes alignment among all industry role players, when it came to ethics in labour practice: one set of ethical code requirements; one system; one audit for all. 

SIZA is an online labour law benchmark that growers use to prove compliance with South African labour laws via independent verification and certification. It requires social ethical audits that can only be done by third party audit bodies. The electronic platform of SIZA is a useful management tool that demystifies the bureaucracy that comes with complying with our labour laws. And its built-in preemptive questions to users help them to proactively assess themselves in terms of labour law.

But, what about the workers? 
SIZA auditors regularly visit farms, addressing farmworkers independently of farm-owners. This way, workers have an opportunity  – in the absence of potential intimidation – to speak freely about labour practices on the farm.

SIZA is a not-for-profit, membership-based organisation that is open to producers, exporters, importers, retailers and stakeholders across the supply chain. The electronic platform of SIZA was launched in March 2016. 

Although SIZA is a boon for fruit growers, it comes with its own set of teething problems – including upskilling growers digitally; underscoring the importance of uploading the required information; limited funding; and introducing a structure that aligns with the required leadership and governance. Having one uniform audit for both government and retailers also remains a hurdle that SIZA is determined to cross.

However, once the growers have overcome the challenges, they start to optimise the platform and to truly see its value - in theirs and their workers’ lives. 

“SIZA seemed laborious at first, but now I wonder how I ever got by without it. It’s a brilliant management tool,” says Nicholas Dicey, fourth-generation pear producer in the Western Cape region. 

Dicey finds SIZA invaluable in helping him adhere to basic ethical standards, and presents an opportunity to “fix things”. He also confirms that visiting SIZA auditors give his workers an opportunity to verify the soundness of labour practices on his farm.  These visits, continues Dicey, have resulted in piqued confidence, positive morale and – ultimately – increased output on the farm: a win-win for all.

In its quest for ethical labour practice on South African fruit farms and pack houses, SIZA constantly seeks to improve the status quo. And its independent, third party audits ensure that SIZA remains aware of relevant challenges in the industry. It’s also a useful communication tool, through which growers receive relevant updates.

SIZA currently boasts more than 1 300 members - comprising mostly fruit growers, but also includes florists and fynbos growers. And its practices are aligned to both local law, and international standards. 

It’s important to Fruit South Africa that SIZA stands its ground as a beacon of ethics in the industry – one that delivers value and confidence to its members, through a credible information service; and for effective stakeholder engagement. 

The objectives of the SIZA initiative are, therefore, carefully selected to align with relevant industry needs: ensuring ethical, code-compliant labour practices on fruit farms; creating awareness and pro-actively introducing training programmes; aligning with South African labour legislation; adhering to a single audit to comply with international trade/retailer requirements (including the domestic market); cultivating a reputation as a transparent, multi-stakeholder, independent programme that is a free-standing entity.

Solving historical and social political challenges is not a mean feat. Therefore, we focus on having ethics as the axle around which our actions rotate. We hope that SIZA will make a positive impact on how we view labour practices in South Africa.  
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