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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

ABSTRACT

This introductory chapter provides an overview of the South African mining
sector’s contribution to the national economy. It also discusses the socio-
economic challenges that the sector has faced in terms of operational effi-
ciency, productivity and safety. The chapter then briefly discusses the formal
and informal organisational aspects of restructuring work processes in the
South African mining industry. It concludes with a synopsis of each of the
chapters of this book.

Keywords: Informal work practices; mining; production; safety;
teamwork; workplace change

The mining sector continues to play a significant role in the development of the
South African economy, both directly and indirectly, despite the global and
local socio-economic challenges that have constrained its competitiveness and
performance in recent years. South Africa is one of the top 10 global producers
of platinum group metals, gold, coal, chromium and diamonds. Large portions
of these mineral deposits remain untapped; they are located at ultra-deep levels
which make them very expensive to extract without innovative mining methods.
This is a challenge that the industry has embraced as an opportunity to
modernise current extractive techniques and to invest in mining-related techno-
logical innovation in a manner that will make a significant contribution to the
South African economy (Chamber of Mines, 2017b). In 2016, the mining
sector’s share of total exports accounted for an estimated 22 per cent (R288
billion) of the total mineral exports of R1.3 trillion. The contribution of mining
to the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) increased from R286 billion in
2015 to R306 billion in 2016. The largest contributors to mining GDP were the
coal sector (25 per cent) followed by platinum group metals (PGMs) sector
(22 per cent) and the gold sector (16 per cent). Other mining commodities
accounted for 47 per cent when combined (Chamber of Mines, 2017a).
According to the Chamber of Mines of South Africa, total production costs
amounted to R570 billion in 2016, of which 26 per cent was for labour costs
and 47 per cent for intermediary input costs. The biggest intermediary input
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2 PERSPECTIVES FROM THE ROCK-FACE

cost drivers include petroleum and other chemicals (9 per cent), machinery and
equipment (6 per cent), electricity, gas and steam (6 per cent), wholesale and
retail trade (6 per cent) and transport and storage (50 per cent). On average, it
is reported that intermediary input costs increased annually by 12.3 per cent
over the last 10 years and by 8.2 per cent since 2000, whereas average labour
costs increased by 13.2 per cent in the last 10 years and by 10 per cent in the
last six years. This demonstrates the extent of the business performance pres-
sure with which the mining firms have had to deal in the last decade (Chamber
of Mines, 2017a).

The years 2014 and 2015 proved challenging for the South African mining
industry due to falling commodity prices, rising operating costs, low levels of
productivity, labour strikes and regulator’s safety stoppages which rendered
many of the mining companies loss-making. Policy uncertainty and the lack of
mining regulation have also contributed to the contraction of the struggling
mining sector to the detriment of much-needed mining investment, economic
growth and employment creation. The industrial relation climate calmed down
in 2016 as major gold, platinum and coal mining companies reached three-year
wage settlements with trade unions following a costly five-month strike that
took place in the platinum sector in 2014 (Chamber of Mines, 2017a).

The fluctuating economic performance of the mining sector has also been
impacted by the unpredictable and volatile international marketplace under
which the sector operates. The mining companies have had to deal with the fall-
ing prices of commodities, an aspect they could not control as they are not
price-setters but price-takers of their commodities. The mining companies have
been increasingly under pressure to ensure the economic viability of their
operations in the context of increasing production costs and decreasing com-
modity price trends. It is reported that the gold price fell by 15 per cent in 2015,
while the coal price decreased by 20 per cent, the iron ore price decreased by
21 per cent and the platinum price fell by 31 per cent (Department of Mineral
Resources, 2016). Similarly, commodity exports declined by 8 per cent in 2013,
by 9 per cent in 2014, by 17 per cent in 2016 and by 0.5 per cent in 2016
(Chamber of Mines, 2017b).

According to the National Treasury of South Africa, the country’s mining
sector paid an estimated R12.5 billion in corporate taxes in 2016 — an 11 per
cent improvement over 2015. Moreover, the sector paid R3.7 billion in royalties,
contributed R120 billion in total employee earnings while dividend payments
decreased to R5.9 billion from the R7 billion paid in 2015 (Chamber of Mines,
2017a, 2017b).

The economic performance pressure that the sector has had to deal with is
also reflected in the declining levels of employment since the mid-1980s when
the sector’s labour force was around 800,000. The gold sector was the leading
employer until 2005, and was thereafter overtaken by the platinum sector. The
gold sector labour force declined from 400,000 in 1994 to just over 100,000 in
2016. This is not surprising in light of the declining levels of gold production
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and greenfield explorations. South Africa’s gold output has drastically
declined over the years, leading to the perception that gold mining is a ‘sun-
set industry’ — a view that has been disputed given the large volumes of
untapped ore deposits still lying at ultra-deep levels, below 3,000 m." It is for
this reason that some deep-level gold mining companies have embarked on
exploring human-centred technological and innovative solutions that would
make it possible to mine such deep ore deposits safely and cost effectively
(Creamer, 2016).

In 2016, there were 457,292 people directly employed in the mining indus-
try, a 5 per cent decline from the previous year (Chamber of Mines, 2017a,
2017b; Department of Mineral Resources, 2017). The sector employed nearly
6 per cent of all employed people in South Africa (Chamber of Mines,
2017b). Furthermore, the mining sector indirectly created job opportunities
and retained thousands of jobs in sectors such as agriculture (timber),
manufacturing (steel), finance and banking (interest paid and insurance) and
construction (Chamber of Mines, 2017b). Figure 1.1 shows levels of employ-
ment across the different commodities. In 2016, the biggest employment con-
tributors were platinum with 172,444 people, followed by the gold sector
with 116,480 people and coal sector with 77,506 people. Compared to 2015,
there were job losses in all other commodities except in gold, diamonds and
aggregate and sand commodities.

OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH AND SAFETY INITIATIVES
IN SOUTH AFRICAN MINES

Accidents in South African mines remain a cause for concern. While there has
been a reduction in the number of occupational fatalities and injuries since
1993, there is much more work to be done to achieve the industry goal of zero
harm. The advent of democracy and the reintegration of South Africa’s econ-
omy into the global economy led to an increased focus on improving the occu-
pational health and safety (OHS) performance in the mining industry. Over the
years, a plethora of initiatives has been introduced to improve mine health and
safety performance.

The post-apartheid mining order saw the enactment of the new Mine Health
and Safety Act (MHSA) in 1996, following the findings and recommendations
of the 1995 Leon Commission of Inquiry into health and safety in the South
African mining industry. One of the recommendations of the Commission
resulted in the establishment of the Mine Health and Safety Council (MHSC)
in 1998 — a tripartite institution, comprising stakeholders from government,
organised business and organised labour. The MHSC advises government,
facilitates research and the adoption of research outcomes pertaining to mine
health and safety (Republic of South Africa, 1996).
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=== Gold 198465 | 179964 | 160634 | 159782 | 169057 | 166424 | 159925 | 157019 | 144799 | 142201 | 131591 | 117372| 115055 | 116480
===Platinum| 127672 | 150630 | 155034 | 168530 | 186411 | 199948 | 184163 | 181969 | 194745 | 197847 | 191261 | 191206 | 187757 | 172444
===Coal 47239 | 50327 | 56971 | 57778 | 60439 | 65484 | 70791 | 74025 | 78579 | 83240 | 87768 | 81077 | 77773 | 77506
=== Qther 62251 | 67988 | 71493 | 70247 | 79277 | 86873 | 76915 | 85893 | 94755 | 101344 | 99477 | 105913 | 100936 | 90862
—Total 435627 | 448909 | 444132 | 456337 | 495184 | 518729 | 491794 | 498906 | 512878 | 524632 | 510097 | 495568 | 481521 | 457292

Figure 1.1: Number of Employees in the South African Mining Industry, 2003—2016. Source: Department of Mineral Resources
(2017) and Chamber of Mines (2017a).

HOVA-2D0d dHL WOdd SHALLDAdSYdd



Introduction 5

Following many of years of disappointing OHS performance, in 2003 gov-
ernment, organised business and organised labour collaboratively reached a
10-year milestone-based agreement. This agreement sought to ensure that every
mineworker returned from work unharmed every day by improving industry
OHS performance to levels comparable to international benchmark levels of
mining countries including Australia, Canada and the United States. To achieve
this by 2013, the tripartite stakeholders agreed on an annual target of 20 per
cent reduction in occupational fatalities.

In 2008, industry stakeholders developed a Tripartite Action Plan to ensure
achievement of the 2013 milestones. The Action Plan comprised a variety of
initiatives including training of OHS representatives and improving the OHS
culture in the mining industry. In 2009, the Chamber of Mines launched the
Mining Occupational Safety and Health (MOSH) Learning Hub to help mining
companies learn from pockets of excellence in the industry. Since its inception,
the MOSH Learning Hub has facilitated the identification, adoption and imple-
mentation of OHS leading practices including an entry examination, mining
with nets and bolts to prevent injuries related to rockfalls, installation of prox-
imity detection systems (PDS) to prevent and manage transport-related acci-
dents, quietening drilling machines to reduce noise-induced hearing loss and
dust suppression systems to prevent dust-related illnesses among miners
(Chamber of Mines, 2016).

In 2010, against the backdrop of a disappointing level of industry OHS
performance, health and safety provisions were included in the Mining
Charter. This meant that the mining companies had to report annually on
their performance against the health and safety provisions of the Mining
Charter. Owing to the realisation of the importance of a positive health
and safety culture on South African mines, at the 2011 Mine Health and
Safety Summit, tripartite industry stakeholders approved the Culture
Transformation Framework for the South African mining sector (MHSC,
2011, 2014). In 2012, the Chamber of Mines established the Chief Executive
Officer (CEO) Elimination of Fatalities Team. This acknowledged the impor-
tance of leaders to ‘walk the health and safety talk’ and demonstrated visible
commitment to the industry’s quest for zero harm. The first safety focus area
of this initiative was to effectively control risks related to falls of ground
because it was historically the biggest contributor to occupational fatalities.
The other focal areas covered by the Team included effective management
of collision between rail-bound and trackless mobile machinery, noise-
reduction, dust suppression, prevention of occupational diseases, manage-
ment of catastrophic events and behavioural change through transformation
of workplace safety culture.

In 2014, industry tripartite stakeholders agreed on a set of 10-year mile-
stones to eliminate occupational of fatalities by 2020 and reduce occupa-
tional injuries by 20 per cent per year. At the biennial Mine Health and
Safety Summit held in 2016, the stakeholders recommitted themselves to
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accelerating the achievement of the industry goal of zero harm. The declara-
tion of actions includes visible leadership and relationship building to
address the trust deficit among tripartite stakeholders, improving communi-
cation across all organisational levels to ensure that the message of zero
harm reaches all mine employees and contractors, empowerment of frontline
supervisors and employees and annual company health and safety days
(Chamber of Mines, 2017a).

SAFETY PERFORMANCE IN SOUTH AFRICAN MINES

There has been a significant reduction in occupational fatalities in the South
African industry since 1994 (see Figure 1.2). Fatalities have been reduced by 88
per cent from 615 in 1993 to 73 in 2016. The industry fatality frequency rates
per million hours worked show a steady improvement in safety performance
(see Figure 1.3) (Chamber of Mines, 2017a; Department of Mineral Resources,
2017). However, the last three years show that the industry’s downward trend
in safety performance has plateaued.

An analysis of international mining fatality frequency rates per million hours
worked showed South Africa’s safety performance was comparable to
Australia, Canada and the United States (see Figure 1.4). South Africa’s safety
performance improvement is remarkable given the challenging geological
conditions associated with depth of mining, and the use of labour-intensive and
conventional mining methods, which are generally less safe than mechanised
methods.

As shown in Figure 1.5, the total number of occupational injuries
reported annually remains unacceptably high in the South African mining
industry. In 2014 and 2016, the industry substantially reduced the number
of serious injuries reported to below 3,000. The low number of injuries
recorded in 2014 was influenced by the five-month strike that took place in
the platinum industry. The injury frequency rates per million hours worked
show a lacklustre performance. In response to this disappointing trend, the
industry stakeholders agreed at the 2014 Mine Health and Safety Summit
to reduce occupational injuries by 20 per cent per year from January 2016
onwards (Figure 1.5).

As shown in Figures 1.2 and 1.5, the gold sector has been the biggest con-
tributor to occupational fatalities and injuries, followed by the platinum sector.
Figures 1.7 and 1.8 show that fall of ground, transport and machinery have
been major causes of occupational fatalities and injuries. Accidents are also
caused by falling from heights, slipping and falling, inhaling dangerous fumes,
being struck by an object, explosives, inundation and mud-rush.
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1993 | 1994 | 1995 | 1996 | 1997 | 1998 | 1999 | 2000 | 2001 | 2002 | 2003 | 2004 | 2005 | 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015 | 2016

——Gold | 426 | 371 | 415 | 315 | 277 | 252 | 207 | 173 | 182 | 172 | 149 [ 110 | 105 | 114 | 115 | 85 | 81 | 62 | 51 | 53 | 37 | 44 | 33 | 30
——Platinum| 29 | 24 | 45 | 45 | 53 | 44 | 39 | 46 | 49 | 53 | 58 | 64 | 47 | 40 | 53 | 36 | 41 | 34 [ 37 [ 28 | 28| 15[ 22| 27
~—Coal 90 | 54 | 31 | 45 | 40 | 42 | 28 | 31| 19| 20| 23| 20| 16|20 | 15|20 18| 1212|101 |7]|9]|5]|4
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Figure 1.2: Number of Occupational Fatalities in the South African Mining Industry, 1993—2016. Source: Department of Mineral
Resources (2017) and Chamber of Mines (2017a).
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2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

“==Gold 0.38 0.28 0.27 0.33 0.35 0.25 0.24 0.18 0.16 0.18 0.13 0.16 0.15 0.14
== Platinum 0.24 0.21 0.15 0.11 0.14 0.09 0.11 0.09 0.10 0.07 0.07 0.04 0.05 0.05
Coal 0.21 0.19 0.13 0.13 0.12 0.15 0.12 0.08 0.07 0.06 0.04 0.05 0.04 0.03
== Other 0.25 0.32 0.19 0.14 0.19 0.14 0.11 0.09 0.11 0.09 0.09 0.06 0.04 0.05
= All 0.30 0.26 0.20 0.20 0.20 0.15 0.16 0.12 0.11 0.10 0.09 0.08 0.08 0.08

Figure 1.3: Fatality Frequency Rate Per Million Hours Worked. Source: Department of Mineral Resources (2017) and Chamber of
Mines (2017a).
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Figure 1.4: South African Mining Fatality Frequency Rates Per Million Hours Worked Compared to Australia, Canada and the
United States, 2003—2016. Source: Chamber of Mines (2016).
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Figure 1.5: Number of Occupational Injuries in the South African Mining Industry, 1993—2016. Source: Department of Mineral

Resources (2017) and Chamber of Mines (2017a).
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Figure 1.6: Injury Frequency Rate per Million Hours Worked. Source: Department of Mineral Resources (2017) and Chamber of
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14 PERSPECTIVES FROM THE ROCK-FACE

REORGANISATION OF WORK PROCESSES AND
WORKPLACE PRACTICES IN SOUTH AFRICAN MINES

Like many organisations around the world that seek to improve business per-
formance, the extractives industry is no exception. Faced with the fiercely com-
petitive global economy, declining commodity prices, increasing operating
costs, low volumes of production, low levels of productivity, a moral obligation
to improve OHS performance and the importance of gaining a social licence to
operate, South African mining firms have introduced a variety of workplace
change initiatives to increase operational efficiency, productivity and safety. As
one CEO of a deep-level gold mining company remarked:

Work structures have remained remarkably unchanged for many decades because of static
technology, the impact of apartheid and the previously closed nature — in times past — of
the South African economy. We now face the transition from a Taylor-type of work structure
or Fordism, as is called in sociology of work terms, to models more appropriate for an infor-
mation-driven society (quoted in Webster, Moodie, Stewart, & Psoulis, 1999, p. 23).

Mining companies have introduced a cocktail of initiatives to re-engineer
work processes in order to elicit heightened levels of organisational, employee
and team performance. The reorganisation of work and inculcation of a high-
performance culture at the rock-face down the mine entailed reviewing the exist-
ing modes of work organisation, redesigning and introducing innovative forms of
teamwork and performance-based incentive systems (Bacon & Blyton, 2005;
Barker, 1993, 1999; Delbridge, Thurnbull, & Wilkinson, 1992; Jones, Kalmi, &
Kauhanen, 2010; Procter & Mueller, 2000), frontline worker involvement (Gee,
Hull, & Lankshear, 1996; Marchington, Wilkinson, Ackers, & Goodman, 1994;
Smith, 1996, 1997, Walton, 1985) and efficient forms of frontline supervision
(Currie & Procter, 2001, 2005; Delbridge & Lowe, 1997; Fenton-O’Creevy, 1996,
2001; McGovern, Hope-Hailey, & Stiles, 1998; Whittaker & Marchington, 2003).

This book examines the reactions of frontline mining teams, supervisors, mid-
dle managers and top managers to the implementation of workplace change
initiatives at AfricaGold®> — a deep-level gold mine situated near the towns of
Orkney and Klerksdorp, 180 km southwest of Johannesburg in South Africa (see
Chapter 2).

Some workplace studies hail the new forms of work reorganisation for erod-
ing the rigid and bureaucratised forms of work organisation that stifle worker
discretionary effort and productivity on the shop-floor. On the other hand,
other studies claim that the hegemony of work reorganisation has weakened
the capacity of shop-floor workers to maintain control over the work process
through what some writers have called concertive control (Barker, 1993, 1999)
or management-by-stress (Parker & Slaughter, 1990, 1993).

The reorganisation of work processes is largely designed and introduced by
top management. The implementation of new work systems on the shop-floor
takes place in accordance with a defined set of prescriptions, procedures,
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standards and checklists that frontline employees and supervisors ought to fol-
low if they are to produce the expected levels of organisational and team per-
formance. More often than not, the success of these work systems is attributed
to formal execution of their prescriptions, procedures and checklists by front-
line employees. Ironically, in the event that the work systems fail to live up to
expectations, such failure is attributed to shop-floor resistance to workplace
change initiatives as defined in the work process manuals.

The reality is that implementation of workplace change initiatives does not
solely occur through formalised work procedures, standards, prescription and
checklists. While acknowledging the merits of formalised work methods,
Chapter 3 highlights numerous instances in various organisational settings
where standardised work practices failed to produce the envisaged organisa-
tional performance outcomes on the shop-floor (see also Bourrier & Bieder,
2013; Dekker, 2014; Katzenbach & Khan, 2010; Reason, Parker, & Lawton,
1998). In such instances, the prescribed rules and procedures tended to be coun-
terproductive and had to be rescued through the informally learned and
acquired working knowledge and practices of shop-floor operators and, to
some extent, frontline supervisors.

In situations where the prescribed work systems are not aligned with the day-
to-day realities of the work process and do not meet the expectations in improv-
ing the welfare of shop-floor workers, they can simply be resisted by frontline
workers and supervisors to the detriment of organisational and team perfor-
mance (see Chapter 5). It is for this reason that the outcomes of workplace
change programmes on the shop-floor, whether successful or unsuccessful,
should be understood as influenced by the interplay of formalised work prescrip-
tions and informal work practices that are often invisible to the eyes of top man-
agement and the designers of work processes (Bourrier & Bieder, 2013; Dekker,
2014; Fucks & Dien, 2013; Hale & Borys, 2013a; Katzenbach & Khan, 2010).

A number of labour process, workplace and occupational safety studies
have shown the interaction between formal (official) and informal (unofficial)
work arrangements (Ackroyd & Thompson, 1999; Barker, 1993, 1998, 1999;
Bolton & Houlihan, 2009; Deloy, 2005; Dekker, 2003; Gouldner, 1952; Iszatt-
White, 2007; Jagtman & Hale, 2007; Merton, 1949; Reason, 1998; Richards,
2008; Roy, 1952, 1954). These studies show that shop-floor workers do not
always achieve production goals through bureaucratised work strategies.
Where formal or bureaucratised work methods fail to overcome production
bottlenecks, shop-floor workers bypass official work standards and adopt infor-
mal work strategies in order to restore production. This raises questions about
the efficiency of formalised work methods in certain work situations (Burawoy,
1979; Dekker, 2014; Gouldner, 1954; Hale & Borys, 2013a; Merton, Gray,
Hockey, & Selvin, 1952; Reason et al., 1998; Roy, 1953).

The variety of ways through which frontline workers resist or facilitate the
intentions of workplace change practices has to a large extent been neglected by
proponents of new managerial regimes. The agency of shop-floor workers in



16 PERSPECTIVES FROM THE ROCK-FACE

reinterpreting and reshaping workplace change processes and management
initiatives in ways that make sense to them and enable them to maintain control
over work process should not be overlooked if we are to fully understand the
outcomes of workplace change programmes on organisational, employee and
team performance. As Vallas (2006, p. 1678) points out:

Because existing approaches have largely focused on the nature of managerially initiated work
structures, they have often elided the role played by human agency — specifically, the ways in
which workers understand and respond to the changes they confront. As a result, we have
only the most limited understanding of how workers view various managerial initiatives and of
the ways in which the new production concepts might be resisted or reshaped. Nor can we
speak with confidence about the degree to which the empowerment of workers, where this
occurs, might rest on initiatives and meanings that are supplied by the workers themselves.

This book seeks to make a contribution within the context of the neglected
role of the agency of shop-floor employees and frontline supervisors in manage-
rially defined work structures. As Hodson (2001, p. 265) argues:

Workers’ struggles [for control in the workplace] are often the decisive factor in highlighting
the contradictions and limitations of an existing organisation of production and forcing the
development of new, more humane and more efficient ways of organising work.

Frontline workers do not accept management initiatives naively but are criti-
cal of and reshape these agendas on their own terms (Bolton & Houlihan, 2009;
Hyman, 1987; Rinehart, 1984; Vallas, 1999, 2003a, 2003b, 2006; Vallas & Beck,
1996). Shop-floor employees are aware that ‘when modern working practices are
implemented they can alter work in unintended ways, have deleterious effects on
employees and not produce the hoped for improvements in employee and orga-
nisational performance’ (Holman, Wall, Clegg, Sparrow, & Howard, 2005, p. 1).
While acknowledging the merits and contribution of formalised rules to work-
place safety improvement through standardisation, reduction in harm, predict-
ability and transparency control, writers such as Dekker (2014), Reason (1998,
2008) and Reason et al. (1998) maintain that the bureaucratisation of safety rules
can stifle creativity, improvisation, innovation and worker freedom on the
shop-floor. These authors argue that contemporary high-risk organisations such
as aviation, mining, oil and gas have been characterised by over-regulation,
quantification, formalisation, proceduralisation and bureaucratisation of safety.

To ensure compliance with regulation and avoid liabilities associated with
the catastrophic effects of occupational accidents, contemporary organisations
have designed and introduced a plethora of standardised administrative con-
trols in the form of prescriptions, checklists, guidelines, toolkits, questionnaires,
dashboards, audits and contracting. It is these numerous administrative con-
trols that have led to the increasing trend of bureaucratisation of safety that
has overlooked the tacit knowledge, experience, skills, expertise, discretion, cre-
ativity and agility of the operator at the shop-floor level. Bureaucratised work-
place safety rules can be toxic to safety if there is over-reliance on their
administrative controls. As discussed in detail in Chapter 3, they are not a
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panacea in the complex, unpredictable and uncertain organisational circum-
stances encountered by shop-floor operators. Hence, the operators’ deviation
from formalised work rules in certain operational contexts on the basis of their
practical experience and judgement of the complexity of the work process situa-
tion at hand (Dekker, 2003, 2014; Hale & Borys, 2013a; Pelegrin, 2013;
Reason, 1998, 2008; Reason et al., 1998). A detailed discussion of the interac-
tion between formalised and informal practices and the significance of this for
shop-floor efficiency, productivity, safety and work relations is provided in
Chapter 3 (see also Chapter 10).

THE CONTRIBUTION OF THIS BOOK

The question at the heart of this book is why and under what conditions did
frontline mining teams and supervisors resist or facilitate managerially designed
workplace change initiatives in the day-to-day running of the production pro-
cess inside the pit? By ethnographically investigating frontline miners’ own
statements, interpretations and experiences of managerially defined workplace
change initiatives, this book shows that frontline miners are not passive but are
critical recipients and shapers of organisational change practices. The subjective
meanings the miners attach to their lived experience of deep-level mining work
processes are what this book seeks to illuminate and how these mineworker
subjective experience relates to the broader organisational work practices and
processes in a deep-level mining workplace. Collinson (2003, p. 529) notes that
worker subjectivity ‘can be understood as a complex, contradictory, shifting
and discursive outcome of a set of narratives that is generated by individuals in
their working practices’. It is envisaged that the perspectives from the rock-face
presented in this book will offer valuable insight to improving the quality of the
working life and business performance in contemporary organisations.

There is a dearth of African mining labour process and critical management
studies in the extant management, organisational behaviour and sociology of
work literatures. The book uniquely and robustly interweaves the social and
technical aspects that shape organisation and management of production,
safety and teamwork down the mine. It is envisaged that this book will enhance
our understanding of the changing nature of the work process and its impact
on the working lives of frontline mineworkers in a twenty-first century mining
workplace. The frontline miners’ informal practice of ‘making a plan’ (planisa)
suggests that standardised procedures and regulations are not always appropri-
ate in complex work situations. Making a plan inside the pit indicates that the
frontline miners are creative and resilient beings capable of maintaining control
over production by resolving bottlenecks in the day-to-day extraction of the
mineral-bearing rock.

The very existence of planisa raises questions about the adequacy of forma-
lised work procedures in ensuring a reliable, safe production system. Planisa
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does not only have implications for safe production but also for the manner in
which the role of organisational, managerial, behavioural and human factors
are robustly examined, understood and addressed in the quest for heightened
levels of organisational efficiency, productivity, safety and work relations at the
rock-face deep down the mine.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

The remainder of this book proceeds as follows:

Chapter 2 provides a narrative of how the data presented in this book came
about. The workplace ethnography entailed the author living in the mine hos-
tel, observing and participating in the production tasks of the underground
mining teams for a full production shift for a period stretching over six months.
The chapter discusses the day-to-day running of the production process at
rock-face. This section of the chapter is important for understanding the orga-
nisation of the production cycle and the actions of the mining teams, foremen
and managers to ensure the smooth daily running of the production process
inside the pit. Furthermore, the chapter presents an overview of the business
performance of the mining workplace in terms of employment, production and
operational safety.

Chapter 3 provides an extensive review of literature on informal working prac-
tices in various organisations. The aim of the chapter is to elucidate the organi-
sational, managerial and social processes that give rise to informal
organisational practices and strategies at the point of production, not only at
worker level but also at supervisory and managerial levels. This chapter helps
the reader to understand the informal work practice of making a plan (planisa)
in a deep-level mining workplace.

Chapter 4 is the first of six empirical chapters that provide a nuanced interro-
gation of the miners’ informal work practice in a deep-level mining workplace.
This chapter sets the scene and tone for the arguments and discussion made in
the remaining chapters of the book. More specifically, the empirical findings of
this chapter interrogate the triggers of planisa and how these triggers enhance
our understanding of the factors that shape the occupational culture of the min-
ing teams. The chapter presents and discusses a host of organisational, human
and managerial factors that influence the miners’ underground work practice.

Chapter 5 highlights the unintended outcomes of the production bonus scheme
the mine had instituted to increase the productivity of the frontline mining
teams. This is crucial given that the maladministration of the bonus system
could lead to a range of unintended consequences such as deteriorating levels
of trust between management and frontline workers, prioritisation of
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production at the expense of safety and hiding of accidents. There are a number
of organisational, management and labour factors that can render a production
bonus scheme effective or ineffective. These factors influence the nature and
extent of worker reactions to the bonus scheme. This chapter examines and
discusses the factors that influenced the reaction of the mining teams to the
team-based production bonus scheme and the extent to which mine manage-
ment fulfilled its side of the bargain in the implementation of the production
bonus.

The chapter highlights the manner in which the team-based bonus system
influenced the production teams to engage in their informal organisational
practice of making plan in order to offset the snags that jeopardised their pro-
spects of earning the production bonus. The chapter reveals that, to a large
extent, the productivity bonus generated conflict rather than consent. As a
result, the incentive scheme failed to live up to expectations by not eliciting the
desired levels of worker performance and productivity at the rock-face.

Chapter 6 provides an inside account of the impact of generational differences
on team performance in a manner that compelled the mining teams to make a
plan. In this context, making a plan is a work strategy the mining teams
adopted to offset the adverse impact of intergenerational conflict on their team
performance and on their prospects of earning the production bonus. The chap-
ter highlights work group dynamics that generated conflict between the older
and younger generations of frontline mineworkers. The chapter argues that at
the heart of the intergenerational conflict was their orientation towards work
and management decisions. This shows the impact that the society has in shap-
ing the differences across generations. The chapter examines intergenerational
conflict within the mining teams as a work and organisational phenomenon
rather than simply from a birth cohort perspective. It examines the four genera-
tions working side-by-side in the contemporary world of work — Veterans,
Baby Boomers, Generation X and Generation Y (Millennials). It locates the
clash of older and younger generations of miners and their generational identi-
ties in the historical, national and social contexts shaping the employment rela-
tionship, managerial strategies, work practices and production culture of
apartheid and post-apartheid deep-level mining.

Chapter 7 discusses planisa in the context of the relationship between teamwork
training that was provided to the mining teams above the ground and its imple-
mentation underground. The training programme was essentially about
empowering and transforming frontline mining teams to self-directed work
teams (SDWT) to understand the gold mining business through the eyes of
management. Its aim was to create new kinds of mineworkers who understood
the what, how and why of the twenty-first century mining business. AfricaGold
sought to reorganise the underground mining workplace through SDWT train-
ing in order to create a congenial, humane, democratic and more meaningful
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form of work processes, which permitted the mining teams to have greater flexi-
bility in the production tasks they performed. In so doing, the mine manage-
ment envisaged that the transformation of worker attitudes towards the
organisational goals would increase productivity.

The chapter reveals that the SDWT training seemed to have motivated the
mining teams. Interestingly enough, this motivation tended to prevail even in
situations of production bottlenecks. At the heart of this motivation was the
miners’ organisational practice of making a plan. It is arguable that the SDWT
training enhanced the desire of the mining work teams to make a plan in
response to production blockages and managerial inefficiencies. This is essen-
tially what the training aimed to do — to create new kinds of frontline mine-
workers who are committed to achieving the productivity goals of a modern
mining workplace. Ironically, the management of production did not seem to
complement the inspiration and energy that the training instilled in the minds
and hearts of the mining teams.

Following on from the earlier chapters which highlighted the collusion of
frontline supervisors in the perpetuation of the miners’ informal work strategy of
making a plan, Chapter 8 argues that the mismanagement of production does
not only affect frontline mining teams but also frontline production supervisors.
The efficiency of frontline supervisors and their charges depends on the support
they receive from top management. This chapter examines the changing nature
of frontline supervision in the light of a three-day supervisory training course
which was instituted to improve operational efficiency, productivity and safety at
AfricaGold. The chapter assesses the extent to which the frontline supervisory
training programme was implemented in the underground mining workplace.

Chapter 9 examines the miners’ occupational culture of planisa at the level of
supervisor—worker relations. The chapter presents a tale of two frontline pro-
duction supervisors or shift-bosses as they were called on the mine — Jimmy
and Lee. In this context, the ability of the production supervisor to make a
plan in ways that enhance the social organisation of the production process
and people management is crucial to the development of a reciprocal working
relationship. The chapter argues that planisa also entails a valuable social orga-
nisational skill through which frontline supervisors could effectively manage
work group dynamics and team performance, intra-team conflict, effort bar-
gain, resistance and output restriction.

The chapter reveals that by ‘getting on and getting by’ with his charges — going
an extra mile to make plan for his mining teams wherever possible — Jimmy
created a working environment that enabled his subordinates to achieve their pro-
duction targets and thus earn the much-desired productivity and safety bonuses.
The case of Jimmy and his charges highlights the role of the frontline supervisor
as a vital agent of workplace change that elicits worker cooperation and support
for new work processes, not for the sake of pleasing management but in ways that
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benefit and make sense to them — going above and beyond organisational
requirements to achieve the organisational performance goals at the point of pro-
duction. The case of Lee, another frontline supervisor, demonstrates the opposite
and highlights the toxicity of poor supervisor—worker relations to the achieve-
ment of organisational, employee and team performance goals.

Chapter 10, the concluding chapter, does not only summarise the key discus-
sions and arguments of the preceding chapters but also reflect on the social,
technical, organisational and human factors shaping the miners’ reactions to
the restructured and formalised deep-level mining work processes and their
unofficial job tactic of making a plan (planisa). The chapter provides sugges-
tions on how the perspectives from the rock-face as presented in this book
could be leveraged and the positive aspects of the miners’ job tactic of making
a plan could be harnessed towards efficient, productive and safer working prac-
tices at the point of production down the mine.

NOTES

1. According to the Chamber of Mines (2017b), South Africa’s share of global gold
production stood at 4.4 per cent in 2016 and had the third largest gold reserves at 6000
tonnes after Russia at 8000 tonnes and Australia at 9500 tonnes.

2. Pseudonym.
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