
Outsourcing labour conflict: 

Workers and public-private development 

strategy in South Africa

Ben Scully
University of the Witwatersrand

HWR, Berlin, October 2024



2

Background

● Overall project
– “Decarbonization, Digitalization, and Development in South Africa: 

State, capital and labour strategies in steel, energy and logistics”
● W/ Bridget Kenny (Wits), Sam Ashman (UJ), Itumeleng Mokoena (UJ)
● Funded by FutureWORKS, IDRC, Canada

– Examining the political economy of the financialized development 
strategy in South Africa

– Relevant to questions of social blocs and how they shape and are 
shaped by technological and economic transformation
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The “Wall Street Consensus” Development Strategy 

● Development strategy based on courting private finance 
by using the state to “de-risk” investment (Gabor 2021)

● The debate- who is driving this strategy
– Over-accumulated finance capital looking for new outlets?
– Bernards: “Where is the finance in financialization of development?”

● “The turn to private finance is often, or even largely, about states and 
multilateral institutions with restricted means trying to coax finance capital 
into circulating in ways the latter is reluctant to do” (2023:9).
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WSC Development Strategy in South Africa

● South Africa’s emergent development strategy
– Infrastructure fund and Infrastructure South Africa
– Legal reforms to encourage the use of Public-Private partnerships
– Focus on infrastructure (ports, rails, roads, water, and electricity) and green 

energy
● Our overall project uses the SA case (and specific projects) to 

examine the balance of power among various actors.
– My focus here is on one actor who is largely absent in the WSC debate: 

workers
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Workers and the WSC Development Strategy

● Workers (largely) on the sidelines, but are being affected
● WSC is pitched as a growth and job creation initiative

– Highlighting the development of new sectors, such as green hyrdrogen
● But most projects are in existing sectors with already high employment, 

especially energy and transport/logistics
– Workers are affected through creeping privatization

● Where private companies enter alongside state owned enterprises, e.g. private power 
producers

– And direct privatization
● Where existing public infrastructure is sold or leased to private companies, e.g. the Rail Corridor
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The “Argument”

● Organized labour is an actor who could challenge and 
shape financialized development strategies
– But it is in an extremely weakened position
– And could be further marginalized by the strategy
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Johannesburg to Durban Rail Corridor
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Johannesburg to Durban Rail Corridor

● “For the container corridor between Johannesburg and Durban, Transnet 
seeks a private partner for a 20-year lease period to assume responsibility 
for the salaries of 3,573 Transnet Freight Rail staff and stump up R5.5bn to 
invest in the asset, which will continue to be owned by the state” Business 
Day 24 August 2024.

● Tender ultimately failed to attract bids and was withdrawn to be 
“reworked”

● Why would government include the transfer of salaries/employment?
 



9

The Political Economy of State-Owned Enterprises

● Transnet is the SOE that operates rail and ports
● Transnet, and other SOEs were heavily implicated in the 

corruption scandals of the Zuma Presidency
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The Political Economy of State-Owned Enterprises
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Rail Crisis has had a major economic impact

Source: Fitch Solutions
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SOE debt and bailouts has also affected the fiscus
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Labour unrest in transport/logistics
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Labour and the SOE Crisis

● These sectors remain highly unionized
● Unions have been a voice critiquing corruption and 

mismanagement
● But they are equally hostile towards WSC-style 

privatization
● But public sentiment in favour of privatization has never 

been higher
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Labour and the SOE Crisis

● These sectors remain highly unionized
● Unions have been a voice critiquing corruption and 

mismanagement
● But they are equally hostile towards WSC-style 

privitization
● But their prospects are extremely limited

– Public sentiment in favour of privitization has never been higher
– Unions have limited history of engaging development strategy
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Who is driving financialized development in SA?

● More complex than “finance capital” vs “state led 
development”

● Infrastructure privatization is intertwined with political 
struggles within the state and the ANC

● Privatization is an attempt to undermine corrupt officials 
and organized labour
– Labour is being characterized as a barrier to development 
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