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Once again our advice office workers pre
sented reports to Conference which showed 
how administrative delays whitt le away the 
meagre benefits of the Unemployment Insur
ance Fund. 

This report by Ji l l Nicholson, supervisor of 
the Natal Coastal Advice Office, embodies the 
findings in all our regions-

T his report is an analysis of the 205 cases dealt with in 
the Durban Advice Office over the past 8'/^ months. 

(This figure excludes those people who have only been 
given verbal advice and for whom there has been no cor
respondence.) 

So far this year 96% of our problems are administra
tive. Our concern therefore is not only with the increas
ing number of problems but also because they now stem 
from the way in which the State is operating the system. 

It has not been our intention to cover all the prob
lematic aspects of the UIF, or to provide a comprehen
sive criticism of the legislation. We have dealt with prob
lems which we have found to be prevalent in this office 
and which are causing the people concerned the most 
hardship and frustration. We have deliberately cited 
numerous case studies which speak powerfully for them
selves and which also serve as a reminder that this report 
stems from the actual experiences of people. 

Bad management and inefficiency are not insupera
ble. They can be righted given the determination to do 
so. However, it is this determination on the part of the 
State which is absent. This is symptomatic of an attitude 
prevalent throughout the history of unemployment 
legislation in South Africa: that to pay blacks social sec
urity encourages idleness and discourages cheap labour. 
It is symptomatic too of the present attitude of the State 
towards unemployed black people which is that they arc 
not wanted in the white areas and must return to the 
Bantustans. The State has already divested itself of the 
responsibility of providing unemployment insurance for 
eight million people in the independent Bantustans. 

Many contributors who apply for benefits are sub
jected to months of fruitless reporting to the unemploy
ment offices, re-applications, unjust penalties, irregular 
payments and often blatantly obstructive officials. 

This is a compulsory insurance scheme. People have 
the right to a competent service and to prompt payment. 
The fact that we have had to send 52 cases to lawyers this 
year to force the Department of Manpower to pay be
nefits or accept applications, is a measure of the extent 
to which the system is malfunctioning. 

It is also a measure of the extent to which people have 
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had to go in order to get what should be theirs as a matter 
of course. 

Not one of these cases has ever been contested by the 
Department of Manpower and. in the majority of them, 
the money has been paid instantly. 

Failure to pay benefits promptly 
The failure of the Department of Manpower to pay be
nefits promptly is without doubt the single factor causing 
the most misery, anger and frustration amongst black 
contributors in Natal. 72% of our cases over the past 8 xfr 
months have been complaints about delayed payments 
of benefits. 

In order to assess the extent of these delays one must 
establish from the legislation what period an applicant 
could reasonably be expected to wait for benefits. There 
are several factors that suggest that this should be two 
weeks. 

Firstly, the intention of the insurance scheme is to pro
tect a contributor during unemployment by providing a 
continued, though reduced income. This means the con
tributor should receive benefits the first time (s)he is un
able to draw a salary. 

Secondly, the Act states that if a person is un
employed for two weeks he will be paid benefits for the 
first week of unemployment. However, if (s)he is only 
unemployed for one week (s)hc will not be entitled to 
UIF benefits. Therefore, by implication this points to 
the waiting period being two weeks. 

Finally, the fortnightly signing of the employment re
gister is clearly intended to coincide with fortnightly pay
ments of benefits. No reasonable social security de
mands that contributors should report fortnightly for 
months on end without receiving benefits. 

It may therefore be concluded that contributors with 
no penalties should receive benefits two weeks after ap
plying for them and those with penalties, six weeks after 
making application. In our sample of 148 cases of de
layed payments people have waited, on average, 7,7 
months. 

It is not uncommon to meet people still trying to get 

' The excuse frequently used for the present in
crease in the number of administrative delays is 
that there is a recession and more people are un
employed. This is simply to acknowledge that at 
a time when it is most necessary to operate effec
tively, the unemployment insurance system fails 
to do so. * 
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their benefits after they have become re-employed. 

One of the most frequently used excuses for delayed 
payments is that the contributor failed to sign the un
employment register on one or two occasions. This is not 
a cause of the delay, it is the result of the delay. The 
longer the delay, the more difficult it becomes for people 
with no money to catch buses and report regularly to sign 
the register. The longer the delay the greater the frustra
tion and the smaller the hope. The psychological strain 
of having to report fruitlessly for months on end cannot 
be underestimated. Money is borrowed for bus fares and 
hopes raised and dashed fortnight after fortnight. In the 
words of one man, 'they are just playing games with us 
and I have had enough'. 

Mrs Khumalo — signed for unemployment benefits 
every two weeks between May and October 1982. 
After that she stopped because she could not afford 
the bus fares. In February 1983 she received her con
tributors record card back with a note saying a cheque 
would follow. When she came to our office in 
November she had still not received any benefits. She 
had waited 18 months. 

Mrs Ntuli's — husband died in December 1979. In 
1981 she applied for a dependants benefit. She came 
to our office in August this year. We have written two 
letters to the Department of Manpower in Pieter-
maritzburg, to no avail. She has waited over two years 
for benefits. 

Mr Mthembu — applied for illness benefits in De
cember 1982. He came to our office in September this 
year with a letter from his doctor asking us to help 
him, as a matter of urgency, to get his benefits. He 
had been waiting for nine months. 

Mr Khumalo — applied for extension benefits in July 
1982. He came to our office in August 1983. Before 
doing so he had tried to make enquiries about the 
delay and had always been told to go home and wait. 
The Advice Office telephoned the Department of 
Manpower and were told the file could not be found. 
Five days later we were told the same thing. Two days 
after that we were telephoned and told a cheque for 
RI 189,59 would be posted to Mr Khumalo. Two and 
a half months after that he received his cheque. He 
had waited 15 months. 

Mr Sibisi — applied for unemployment benefits in 
May 1982. He came to our office in March 1983. Ten 
months later, he had been signing the register every 
two weeks continuously. In August 1982 he received 
his record card back and was told to expect his money 
shortly. In October he made enquiries at his UIF of
fice and was given a letter to take to the Department 
of Manpower. 

He received no reply to the letter. In November 
1982 the clerk at the UIF office suggest he make 
another application, which he did. In January he saw 
a lawyer who wrote a letter to the Department of 
Manpower, to no effect. When Mr Sibisi came to us in 
March he was desperate. The Legal Resources 
Centre brought an urgent application to the Supreme 
Court. Although papers were filed the case was never 
heard as the Department of Manpower settled im
mediately and paid Mr Sibisi R794.00 

Irregular payments 
Our experience is that most rural contributors and many 
in the urban areas, are paid their benefits in two or three 
lump sums. There is no regularity to these payments and 
many people come to our office because they do not 
know if they have received all that is due to them. If in
surance benefits are to replace an income, then it is es
sential that the contributor can rely on being paid not 
only promptly, but regularly. 

Once a contributor's record card is assessed it is re
turned to the applicant with a notice indicating that a 
cheque should arrive shortly thereafter. 

It would be of great help to contributors if this notice 
also stated what the total benefits had been assessed at, 
what amounts the contributor could expect to receive at 
each payment and a date on which payments would com
mence. 

Cheques lost 
This matter is obviously linked to the two previous prob
lems. Both delays and irregular payments are sometimes 
caused by contributors not receiving their cheques. 

The Department of Manpower has informed us that 
hundreds of cheques are returned to them each week. 
They imply that somehow it is the fault of the con
tributors for not giving reliable addresses. 

It is time the Department acknowledged that hun
dreds of contributors do have unreliable addresses. It is 
a fact and not a fault. They have no other addresses to 
give. The Department must therefore devise a system 
that does not rely so extensively on the post. 

When the Department of Cooperation and Develop
ment ran Unemployment Insurance, contributors used 
to be able to collect their benefits at the central office in 
Durban if they did not have a satisfactory address. This 
was stopped when the Department of Manpower took 
over. We have had people pleading to be allowed to col
lect their cheques but no exceptions are made. 

The Department claims that the people are to blame 
for not collecting their cheques as soon as they arrive at 
the given addresses. If they are not collected in two 
weeks they are returned. These are people who have 
waited six or seven months, who have no way of knowing 
when their cheque arrived and who often must make 
long journeys to check at the given address. It is this kind 
of complete lack of understanding that perpetuates the 
promlems of both contributors and officials. A new 
method must be devised, whether it is through the set
ting up of more offices or mobile units or a return to the 
old method of payment or through mobile post offices. 

UNEMPLOYMENT BENEFITS (Section 33 t o 34) 
In general terms a worker who becomes un
employed having been a contributor is entitled 
to be paid a sum equal to 45% of his or her weekly 
wage for a period of six months. 

The fol lowing should be noted: 
a worker has to work for a period of 13 weeks 
during the 12-month period immediately before 
he became unemployed in order to obtain be
nefits. The worker receives only one week's be
nefit for every six weeks of completed employ
ment as a contributor. Therefore the longer the 
period of employment the longer the worker w i l l 
get paid out, up to a maximum of 26 weeks. 
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Unemployed men at Albert St, Johannesburg photos: Cedric Nunn 

Penalties 
Applicants who resign from their work or who have lost 
their work through their own default are liable for a six 
week penalty. This means that the payment of benefits is 
delayed for six weeks from the date of application. 

The manner in which the Unemployment Insurance 
claims officers were according penalties was tested in the 
Supreme Court in 1980 in the case of Mrs Msomi versus 
the Unemployment Insurance Commissioner (Case No 
M23/80). The judges found that 'there had been a failure 
to observe the principles of natural justice amounting to 
a fundamental irregularity in the decision of the claims 
officer'. 

What had been happening (and is still happening) was 
the claims officer would ask an applicant why he had left 
his work, would then contact the employer for his 
reasons as to why the worker had left and would then 
make a decision about according a penalty. The applic
ant was never given a chance to refute the employer's al
legations until after the penalty was given when the 
applicant could then appeal. The effect of the judges' de
cision meant that the applicant must be given this chance 
before the penalty is given. 

Unemployment Insurance officials admitted that in 
order to accommodate this decision they would have to 
restructure their system. This they have not done. It is 
clearly not the intention of officials to give people a 
proper hearing and so arrive at a just decision. 

Subsequent to the Msomi case, every person that we 
have dealt with concerning a penalty has made one ini
tial statement to the claims officer and has then received 
a penalty notice through the post. 

This is a relatively insignificant, though blatant denial 
of the course of justice as determined by the court. It is 
symptomatic of the general attitude of the officials con
trolling the Fund. 

The irony of the penalty system is connected to the 
problem of delays in payments. The assumption that a 

waiting period of six weeks following application for be
nefits is a punishment has become entirely meaningless. 
To tell a person who has waited six months for benefits 
that (s)he has a six week penalty is ludicrous. In practice 
everyone waits six weeks and more. Everyone is 
punished and everyone suffers the penalty of an ineffi
cient and mal-administered system. 

Cases — illustrating penalty injustices 
Six men from Empangeni came to sec us. They had 
waited four months for unemployment benefits and had 
then received cheques for an amount ranging between 
R3.00 and R4.00. On enquiry we were told that the rest 
of the money would follow and that the small amount 
represented the one day at the end of the final week of 
their six week penalty. In other words, their six week 
penalty was still being applied four months after the date 
of application. 

Re-applications for benefits: 
It is standard practice in Durban that if a contributor 
fails to sign the unemployment register on the day ap
pointed to him, or even if he is late in arriving on the day, 
he is required to re-apply for benefits. 

This is one of several obstructive tactics employed by 
officials of the Port Natal Administration board when 
dealing with applicants. 

It is acting completely outside the scope of the Act 
which states that a contributor has to satisfy the claims 
officer that he is still unemployed. At the very most all 
that is necessary is for the contributor to make an af
fidavit to the effect that he is still unemployed at the 
time. Even people who arrive late on the appointed day 
are made to re-apply although the claims officer is per
fectly we aware that they are unemployed. Time and 
again people who have already waited for months for 
their benefits are made to re-apply and start the whole 
process again. 
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Mr Hhphe — had been signing for benefits for four 
months when he received his record card back in July. 
When his payments had not come in August he made 
enquiries at the Department of Manpower who said 
he should have been paid on July 23. He returned to 
the PNAB office where he signed but was told there 
was no money because he had not signed on June 23. 
He maintained that he had never missed a fortnight. 
However, he was made to re-apply. 

Mr M hatha—came lo our office in June this year. He 
had waited six months since applying for benefits. In 
June he received his record card back and was told to 
expect his money on the I Oth. When it did not come 
he enquired at the Department of Manpower and was 
told that the PNAB had not handed in his check cards 
as proof of his having been unemployed. He was sent 
back to the PNAB where they promptly made him re
apply. 

Influx control 
By insisting that people apply for benefits in their areas 
of legal residence, the UIF system has always re-in-
forced influx control measures. There is no legal justifi
cation for doing this. The law states that a person may 
apply for benefits in an area where he resides or tem
porarily resides. This has never been practised. All over 
the country men and women are forced to leave the cities 
where employment opportunities are greatest, and 
apply for benefits in the areas where they are legally resi
dent. This is a fundamental part of the State's policy to 
remove unwanted unemployed people from the white 
areas. 

Our particular concern is the attitude of the Port Natal 
Administration Board in this respect. The PNAB, 
whose major function is the enforcement of influx con
trol, acts as an agent for the Department of Manpower 
for the purposes of taking UIF applications and paying 
out benefits in the white areas. Its concern with influx 
clearly supercedes its duties to the Department of Man
power. It has attempted to interpret the UIF regulations 
in the strictest possible way in order to use them as a de
vice for controlling the black labour force. It has delib
erately attempted to reduce the number of applicants in 
the areas where they are most likely to get work. 

So insistent have officials been on a person applying 
for benefits in his place of legal residence that they have 
refused to take applications from hostel dwellers even 
though some of them had Section 10 (l)(b) qualifica
tions and had work seekers permits for Durban issued by 
the offices of the PNAB itself. The contradiction of 
someone legally looking for work in one area but apply
ing for benefits in another, appears to have escaped their 
attention. 

Under threat of an interdict to the Supreme Court, the 
PNAB were finally persuaded that they had to take ap
plications of hostel dwellers. This they now do, but they 
send the applicant back to his hostel with a letter asking 
the hostel superintendent for confirmation that the ac
commodation is legal and warning the superintendent 
that the applicant is now unemployed. If the accommo
dation is not confirmed the application still stands but 
the applicant is told to collect benefits in his 'home' area. 
This entire procedure is based on a misconception that if 
a person loses his job he also loses his bed. PNAB offi
cials have gone to extraordinary lengths to act as the 

watch dogs of influx and in so doing have abused their 
function as agents for the Department of Manpower. 

Poverty and hardship 
The Black Sash believes that structural unemployment 
will be a permanent feature of our society for many 
many years and so the present unemployment system re
quires drastic revision if it is to alleviate adequately the 
poverty and distress that result from unemployment. 

Many of the people interviewed in our office are men, 
distraught with anxiety at being quite unable to meet any 
of the expectations which their family places on them as 
breadwinners. Added to this, every fortnight for months 
on end they have borrowed bus fare and travelled to 
their UIF offices in the desperate hope that their money 
will have come. 

Mr Mzizi — case has already been cited. He was the 
young man told to re-apply because he arrived half an 
hour late to sign the register. He became extremely 
distressed when asked how he had managed to live for 
the past six months. He told us he was the eldest son 
of a family of eight. No one else in the family was 
employed, he had been their sole supporter. They 
lived in a rented house in KwaMashu and their only 
means of support was the charity of others and the as
sistance, when possible of Mr Mzizi's girlfriend. He 
said the rent had not been paid since he lost his job 
and the family did not know from day to day whether 
they would have food to eat. 

Mr Sibisi — came to our office after 10 months of 
waiting for benefits. He lives in a township with five 
children and a wife. He was the sole supporter of his 
family. He told us he was heavily in debt as he had 
borrowed money to go to a lawyer to try and get his 
benefits. This had proved fruitless. He had not been 
able to pay the rent for the past six months and lived in 
fear of eviction. He stated quite simply that he was 
begging to feed his family. 

Mr Sabeto — had waited for nine months for illness 
benefits when he came to our office. He lives in Um-
bumbulu with his wife and four children. He was the 
sole supporter of his family. His wife was ill and he 
told us he could not afford to pay for medicine for her. 
When asked how he had coped for the past nine 
months Mr Sabelo broke down and wept. He 
explained that he had sold his eight goats and 28 fowls 
to support his family. He now only had three chickens 
left. He said they had been unable to grow vegetables 
because of the drought. The family ate mostly samp 
and mealies. The children had been sent away from 
school because he could not pay school fees or for 
books. 

Conclusion 
This report clearly illustrates the need for immediate ac
tion. The Department of Manpower must stop making 
excuses for its deficiencies and re-organise the present 
system so that it meets the basic requirements of a social 
security. We therefore call on the Department of Man
power to implement an efficient, well administered sys
tem for the benefit of the unemployed — as a matter of 
urgency. 

November 1983 

12 THE BLACK SASH — August 1984 


