LIVING CONDITIONS AND WORKER EMPOWERMENT AT STELLAR WINERY MULTI-ESTATE

1. Stellar Winery Multi-Estate structure

Stellar Winery Multi-estate comprises 15 units of which 13 are producer (farming) units while the remaining two are wine processing units.

Of the 13 farming units within Stellar Winery Multi-Estate, 10 units joined in July 2010.

The total complement of workers on the Multi-Estate is 300 workers, including office and seasonal workers. The farm workers are mostly men. Although Stellar has an equal-opportunities gender policy and actively recruits women, we find that women tend to do more seasonal farm work and spend the rest of the year tending to children and domestic matters. This seems to be a matter of cultural choice and we are investigating possible home-based projects which could increase the income of women on the farms.  

Special case: Lutouw Estate 

Lutouw Estate was an original member of the five organic, Fairtrade farms that supplied Stellar Winery. The farm withdrew from Fairtrade, but has remained one of Stellar’s organic producers. Lutouw has its own share ownership scheme, instituted in 1999, in terms of which 40% of the enterprise is owned by workers on the estate. Since Stellar’s certification by Fair for Life, Lutouw Estate haS expressed interest in FFL certification and this is in progress. 
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In order to ensure fair and proper management of worker-related matters across the Multi-Estate, the following areas are under the control of the Stellar central office:

· Wages

· Working hours and overtime

· Annual leave, sick leave, family responsibility leave

· Equal rights and opportunities

· Disciplinary procedure and practice

· Organic viticulture practices

· Policies 

· Workers’ rights (following the South African Constitution and statutory labour laws)

· Freedom of association

· Freedom from discrimination

· Health and Safety

3. The Stellar Empowerment Trust

All workers on the Stellar Winery Multi-Estate, including seasonal workers, are beneficiaries of the Trust, which owns 26% of Stellar Winery. The Trust holds shares on behalf of the workers and is responsible for managing the shareholding. 

3.1. How the share scheme works

Each worker owns a percentage of the Trust, calculated year-on-year and based on annual earnings including overtime. For the first five years of ownership the shares are classified as “B” shares and cannot be traded. After five years, the shares are converted to “A” shares and are tradeable. 

4. Remuneration

Stellar Winery Multi-Estate does the wages of all the units in-house. This way we can immediately pick up any discrepancies on payslips. All workers at Stellar Winery Multi-Estate are paid at least the minimum wage or higher.  




All fair trade audits are extremely strong on standards regarding minimum wage and Stellar is completely compliant in this regard. 

5. Worker Empowerment: what is in place?

5.1. Training

· A high priority is placed on skills training, whether social or work-related:.

· A meeting of all workers on the Multi-Estate, including the Annual General Meeting, is held once a quarter. Interactive presentations and workshops on issues such as sexual harassment and health and safety are included on the agenda. 
· ABET (Adult Basic Education and Training) courses in literacy and numeracy are offered at the Training Centre at Stellar under the guidance of a trained facilitator.

· A few of the further education and training courses that have been offered in the recent past at Stellar:

· Workers’ Committee and team leaders’ training in basic labour law, April 2009

· Viticulture training, Department of Agriculture, September, October 2009, March 2010

· Agriseta Leadership course, May 2010

· Agricultural land management course, Agriseta, June 2010

· Conflict Management and Financial Management course, July 2010

· Leadership course, July 2010

· Viticulture training follow-up course, Department of Agriculture, August 2010

· AFIT training course for Central Workers’ Committee and Central Joint Body on workers’ rights, roles and functions within the company, Septemner 2011

· Wida People’s Profit Business skills program, May 2011

5.2. Freedom of Association

The workers of Stellar Winery Multi-estate have democratically elected workers’ committee representatives on each unit.  These representatives together form the Central Workers' Committee (CWC).  The CWC have meetings four times a year with the workers and then with management to discuss and deal with grievances.

The CWC is responsible for wage negotiations with management on an annual basis.

The CWC also has the following functions:

· Protects workers' rights

· Liaison between management and workers

· Voice for workers

· Coordinates training for workers

· Plays an important role in the social upliftment of the workers

· Participative management

· Responsible for giving feedback to workers.

Stellar Winery Multi-estate realises the importance of union representation for the workers and management supports the concept. 

The workers have approached a union and invited officers to a presentation and information session. The union did do the presentation but after long discussions the workers were not convinced that this specific union was effective enough for them. In the area in which we are situated there are currently no unions successfully active. 

Stellar Winery Multi-estate is a member of AFIT (Association for Fairness in Trade), an organisation in South Africa whose main aim is the protection of small scale producers and workers. This organisation also works closely with unions and is currently investigating to find a union that would benefit all farm workers.

The CWC plays an important role in the day to day operations and workers are comfortable with the CWC as they know and trust their representatives and are in daily contact with them.

To be a member of the CWC is free of charge and workers have meetings and organise themselves in working hours without deductions to their wages. 

5.3. Grievance procedures

Stellar has a formal two-way grievance procedure in place that covers the entire Multi-Estate and is administered by the central structure. 

6. Housing

6.1. Summary

Of the 13 independently-owned farming units, 3 units do not have workers living on the farms. Workers at the two winery units, Trawal and Vredendal, either live in Vredendal and commute or are housed at Stellar Vredendal. 

The 3 original farming units which have been part of Stellar Winery Multi-estate since before July 2010 have done a lot during the years to maintain and upgrade farm workers' houses. These houses are in a good condition and all have running water and sanitation. The houses on the Stellar Farming units were fenced in 2007. This was done as a Fairtrade project. The workers of one of the units, Smuts & Son, would like to get fencing around their houses as well. 

Of the 7 newly-joined units who do have workers living on the farm, the houses on 3 units currently do not have toilets. Mobile toilets, including hand washing facilities, have been made available to these farms by Stellar and are currently in use. 

The roofs of all workers' houses have been fixed. The owner of one of these units installed ceilings in the houses and is in the process of building bathrooms onto these houses. 

We have assessed the housing situation on all units and have a wish-list in place, and are investigating more cost effective ways of making life a little easier for workers in situations where the producer is not in the financial position of being able to immediately improve housing. We are also hoping to get subsidies from Eskom to install solar hot water geysers for all houses.

6.2. Challenges

To understand the bigger picture and the problems we are facing, it is necessary to explain the following:

In the past all businesses paid a monthly amount to the Regional Services Council. Money could then be claimed to subsidise maintenance and upgrading of workers’ houses.  This council is no longer in existence.  The local municipality has increased property taxes, but is currently unable to help this sort of development with subsidies.

Being an organic, fair trade producer carries its own set of extra costs. This includes cost of conversion to organic farming, audit fees, and the extra tonnage paid on grapes. 

Some of the newly-joined producers are not in the financial position to immediately outlay capital expenditure on infrastructure upgrades. Stellar gives financial support to some of our newer producers, for example, paying workers’ wages, as some of the producers are barely able to keep their heads above water. Until state assistance becomes available, the upgrade process will be slower than we would like. 

In the long run we believe that our producers and workers will be better off, but this is a work in progress.  We are constantly investigating the ways in which we can lower overheads for the winery and the producers, in order to combat these trying times.

6.3. Rectification measures

Stellar installs stop-gap measures such as mobile toilets and hand-washing facilities.

Stellar has consulted the local municipality about RDP (government-sponsored) housing in order for workers to obtain and own their own houses in the towns and villages adjacent to the farms. This is a very protracted process but we are hoping for a positive outcome. 

The state-sponsored land-acquisition scheme, LRAD, has ground to a halt. Stellar made application to LRAD for assistance and has continued to exploit what channels of communication exist in order to obtain state assistance for the share scheme. 

7. Social Development

Stellar’s record in this area is well-documented. Please visit the link on our website to view completed, ongoing and planned social development projects:  http://www.stellarorganics.com/fairtrade.php

