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HUMAN RIGHTS DAY 2016: 

Putting humans first 

 

Marius Meyer 

Today is Human Rights Day.  As we reflect on the violation of human rights in the past and present, we 

are reminded of the enormous progress that has been made.  The reality is that up to the middle of the 

twentieth century, work was characterised by slavery, exploitation, discrimination and the gross violation 

of human rights all over the world.  Jeremy Cronin reminds us of the perpetuation of inequalities in certain 

sectors of the South African economy. He states in the Sunday Times: “Black workers and the urban poor 

continue to be hugely disadvantaged by their geographical marginalization in dormitory townships.”   

Furthermore, it is evident that human rights abuse still occurs not only in the workplace, but also in other 

spheres in the broader society. 

Human Rights Day reminds us of the violation of human rights abuses under the apartheid system, and in 

particular the death of citizens in Sharpeville.  More recently, the Marikana massacre highlighted incidents 

of poor working and socio-economic conditions in which people could not exercise their human rights 

fully.  

However, over the last three decades across the world, there was more progress in workers’ rights than 

in the history of work before. The recent trend toward an employment value proposition, very often 

reflected in awards such as “the best company to work for”, signifies a shift towards a full realisation of 

the importance of creating a work environment where employees can flourish, as employers realise that 

this contributes directly to the “bottom line”.  But poor socio-economic realities such as inadequate 

housing and poverty have created a dual society – a work environment and a home environment. 
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Progressive employers have realised that the separation of these two worlds cannot be perpetuated, and 

housing schemes and other empowerment projects have been initiated to address this inequality. Also, 

at a national level, poor education, health and other social services must be corrected to ensure that these 

human rights can be exercised.   

On 18 March 2016,  the SA Board for People Practices (SABPP) arranged a special morning session to tackle 

the issue of racism in the workplace, in addition to the abuse of social media.   Dr Danny Titus, a 

Commissioner from the South African Human Rights Commission was the keynote speaker.  Dr Titus 

reminds us of the need to put the Constitution as the supreme law of South Africa at the centre of our 

work as HR professionals.  He highlighted the key role of HR Managers in providing leadership in diversity, 

human rights and sound people management.  The session ended with HR Professionals signing the SABPP 

Anti-racism pledge as outlined below: 

 

The SA Board for People Practices (SABPP) has a zero tolerance approach to all forms of discrimination 

and racism in the HR profession, workplace and in society.  Show your support by taking the pledge and 

saying no to racism and discrimination.  

 I pledge to treat everyone with dignity, fairness and respect. 

 I pledge to work towards eliminating discrimination, whether by reason of race, gender, sexual 

orientation, ethnicity, nationality, disability, age or religion. 

 I pledge to demonstrate respect for equality and diversity, and ensure that prejudice and 

discrimination do not go unchallenged. 

 I pledge to promote a safe, fair, equitable and diverse working environment. 

 I pledge to make human rights values part of my everyday life and language by listening, learning, 

communicating and educating; and by being open minded and impartial. 

 I pledge to uphold the principles of anti-discrimination and anti-racism in the workplace and 

society. 

 I pledge to build an organisation fully representative of the broader population at all levels and to 

eliminate all barriers to equality and employment equity, including institutional racism. 

 I pledge to re-commit to the SABPP code of Professional Conduct and aggressively promote HR 

professionalism and work towards creating a robust environment free from discrimination and 

racism in all its forms. 

 I pledge to follow all SABPP professional guidelines and standards promoting diversity in the 

workplace. 

 

The anti-racism pledge has been signed as a visible expression of the commitment of SABPP’s HR 

Managers to create inclusive workplaces free of racism.  Our HR Managers play a key role to drive 

diversity, equality and employment equity in the workplace.  SABPP, as their professional body will 

provide support in the form of position papers, guidelines and other diversity initiatives.  We will also 

continue to explore efforts in learning from or collaborating where possible, with other institutions also 
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advancing workplace equality, such as the Black Management Forum, the Commission for Employment 

Equity, the Anti-Racism Network of South Africa, and the South African Human Rights Commission. 

However, focusing on racism and human rights in isolation will not achieve the outcome of a non-racial 

workplace on its own.  SABPP believes that it is essential to create and maintain people-driven 

organisation cultures.  If line managers create an environment for the full expression of human dignity, 

human rights and people optimmisation driven by line managers themselves, we will be able to create 

inclusive high performance organisations. Thus, the world’s first set of National HR Standards developed 

by SABPP in 2013 is further evidence of the need to get the centre of any organisation right, i.e. people.  

Without people there is no organisation.  We can now reflect on the 3 R’s we celebrate today: 

 Rights: Today workers have rights in many countries, and these rights are enshrined in national 

constitutions, national bill of rights in many nations, international labour standards and a focus 

on decent work, taken through to national labour legislation, codes and regulations.  In certain 

areas, such as health and safety, significant progress has been made in most parts of the world. 

 Responsibilities:  Despite the focus on worker rights, most employees realise that they have a co-

responsibility with management to make a meaningful contribution to productivity in workplaces. 

For instance, without the active contribution of workers, safety at work will remain a pipedream. 

 Results:  Workers have contributed to performance, sustained their families, provided products 

and services to customers, grown their companies and industries, as well as societies and 

economies.  While management, with the support of high level specialists such as engineers and 

architects, designed and planned the construction of buildings, not a single building would have 

arisen without the sweat and meticulous hard work of labour. 

 

In celebrating the above, we are reminded that we need to continue striving towards advancing and 

exercising our rights, accepting our responsibilities, and achieving results.  At times, further sacrifices may 

be needed to achieve an optimum balance between rights, responsibilities and results.   

However, work and the workplace has changed dramatically over the last five years given unprecedented 

advances in technology. The question is whether workers have also changed.  Are we as workers and 

employers ready for the technological revolution spearheaded by advanced technological innovation and 

the explosion of social media?  The latter phenomenon has already toppled governments through the 

power of instant communication, connection and engagement as the new source of individualised and 

collective empowerment and democratisation.  Despite fair labour laws and the gains made by workers 

in recent times, the reality is that people still face significant challenges that could take decades to resolve: 

 The pursuit of equal opportunities is an ongoing reality worldwide, and not a single government 

can proudly proclaim that inequality in terms of race, gender, disability and other forms of 

discrimination has been eliminated completely. Yet, pockets of excellence have emerged such as 

gender equality in the Scandanavian countries, and here in Africa, Rwanda has become the new 

leader in gender equality. 
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 Courts are kept very busy with continuous labour disputes based on poor working conditions and 

other forms of unfair labour practices. 

 Child labour, abuse of women and lack of opportunity for people with disabilities still occur in 

many parts of the world. 

 While advances in safety have been made, accidents still occur resulting in injuries and loss of life.  

Notwithstanding this progress, it is now a reality that more workers die from poor health (caused 

by poor lifestyle, poverty, and diseases) than from injuries at work. 

 Skills and talent shortages are perpetuated all over the world through lack of access to education 

and development opportunities, making it difficult for many employees to realise their full 

potential. 

 The explosion in executive pay over the last decade exacerbates pay gaps between the highest 

and lowest earners in society. 

 Although significant progress has been made regarding gender equity, flexible work practices 

appear to be the exception rather than the norm and an appropriate work-life balance is often 

not achieved. 

 Since 2015 the spotlight has been on migrant labour entering European countries in pursuit of a 

better life for themselves and their families – they were welcomed with open arms in certain 

countries, or prevented from entering in other countries. 

 The recent trend toward indigenisation in certain countries could limit opportunities for 

expatriates and fuel xenophobia, especially in the light of the increased globalisation of 

workforces and workplaces everywhere. 

 Youth unemployment has risen in many parts of the world, and if not addressed will widen the 

gap between the employed and the unemployed, thereby threatening political stability in many 

countries. 

 The first quarter of this year was characterised by several cases of racism in South Africa, often 

exacerbated by social media. This shocked the nation 22 years after the fall of apartheid, and 

served as a stark reminder that racism did not die with apartheid, and that renewed efforts are 

needed to eradicate racism in the workplace and society at large. 

But what exactly should employers do to show their commitment to human rights in the workplace and 

society at large? SABPP proposes the following key actions: 

1. Make the South African Constitution more visible in your organisation and create awareness 

sessions so that all managers and employees become active change agents for human rights. 

2. Identify factors which will help to create a people-driven organisation culture where each 

employee can realise his or her potential. If people really are really your most important asset, 

treat them as such. 

3. Ensure compliance to international labour codes, such as the labour standards of the International 

Labor Organization, in all countries where you do business. 
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4. Review all HR and other policies in your organisation to ensure compliance to all labour laws, 

codes and standards.  Best employers are already proud to announce that they exceed the 

minimum labour standards. 

5. Assess your company’s contribution to the socio-economic landscape, the lives of workers, and 

the communities in which you operate. 

6. Create a personal development plan for all employees. Show them how they can create a career 

and better themselves. 

7. Review the gap between the highest and lowest earners and ensure fair and market-related 

salaries where possible. Consider how equitable the profit sharing in the business is and think 

about how to introduce profit and productivity schemes. 

8. Facilitate diversity awareness sessions and eliminate all forms of racism and all types of direct and 

indirect discrimination in the workplace. 

9. Invest in skills development as the major source of worker empowerment. 

10. Apply the HR Management System Standard of South Africa developed by SABPP, it helps you to 

get the focus on leveraging work and workers for optimum productivity. 

11. Involve workers in the process of creating sustainable organisations, not only for our own 

organisational growth, but to sustain the earth for future generations. 

12. Participate in community development projects to eliminate inequality and to advance human 

rights in key areas such as education, disability, employment creation and poverty alleviation. 

 

At a national level, SABPP is also launching its HR Citizen Initiative to play a more proactive socio-econmic 

role in advancing human rights in the workplace and society.  HR Citizen is an initiative of SABPP to create 

meaningful high impact opportunities for HR Professionals to become active citizens in their own 

profession and society more generally.  It also provides them with opportunities to develop their 

leadership skills by participating in HR and community projects impacting directly on society. Thus, HR 

Citizen empowers HR professionals to apply the two competencies of Duty to Society and Citizenship for 

the future as embodied in the South African HR Competency Model.  Different projects will be created to 

ensure that a range of HR skills can be applied in advancing human rights and making South Arica a better 

country.  For instance, supporting underperforming schools with HR work in association with the Partners 

for Possibility Initiative provides a good platform for HR professionals to make a difference to the 

education system.  Not only does it impact positively over the short term, it also addresses the long-term 

need for HR Managers to be able to employ competent school leavers and university graduates when they 

exit the education system. 

An HR Citizen Committee will be formed to initiate projects, mobilise HR professionals and to approve and 

oversee initiatives in accordance with the above mandate.  The following principles underpin HR Citizen: 

A – Active:  HR Professionals must be active citizens in transforming society 

C – Collaboration: HR Professionals must collaborate and mobilise to build and impact society 
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T – Transformation:  Transforming society in creating a better country is key 

I –  Impact: We need to make a difference to society by delivering tangible & sustainable results 

V – Volunteer:  We volunteer our time, energy, resources and skills to improve society 

E – Empowerment: We must empower communities with opportunities and skills  

A public event will be arranged to launch the HR citizen concept, to showcase early successes (e.g. Partners 

for Possibility and Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator) and to mobilise HR Professionals in getting 

involved.  Starting close to home, an important project could also be to provide coaching/counselling to 

unemployed HR practitioners who are struggling to get into or back into the profession.  Given the 

complex nature of some of the wider problems, collaboration with different stakeholders will be a key 

success factor.   Annual awards can be issued for the best projects.  It is imperative that these projects 

address South Africa’s main problems of inequality, education, poverty and unemployment.  I invite HR 

Managers interested to participate in HR Citizen to contact me on marius@sabpp.co.za  

Yes, we should champion, advance and celebrate human rights, not only today, but every day. Yet, we 

need to remind ourselves continuously that more work is needed to build the human rights culture we 

need in South Africa. We also need to acknowledge that human rights have to be balanced with 

responsibilities.  Stronger employer-employee collaboration in addition to other multiple stakeholders is 

needed to assist workers, society and companies in dealing with economic challenges.  A more mature 

employer and employee are needed in the modern work environment. Likewise, both parties need to 

realise that they have a wider more all-encompassing role to play, and that is to contribute to worker 

empowerment, socio-economic development and sustainability. Let us continue to advance human rights 

to achieve freedom for all people, by developing them, our organisations, our economy and our nation.    

 

This article was written by Marius Meyer, CEO of the SA Board for People Practices (SABPP).  For more 

information, you can follow SABPP on twitter @SABPP1 or visit their website on www.sabpp.co.za 
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