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“ THE PROCESS OF REVIEWING THE MINIMUM WAGE NEEDS TO BE SPED UP – FOR THE SAKE OF MALAWIANS THAT ARE BEING EXPLOITED BY PROFIT-MINDED EMPLOYERS IN THE PRIVATE SECTOR,” Says the CFSC.

A recent survey made by the CFSC, which involved interviewing randomly selected employees working as shop attendants and hair dressers in some parts of Blantyre, revealed that some skilled Malawians with secondary school education are receiving as little as MK3, 000 – MK7, 000 per month. The majority of the interviewed young Malawians disclosed that they have no other benefits in addition to the monthly salary. 

There is a story of one man who has worked for 12 years as a shop attendant in one of the Asian shops and still gets less than MK5, 000 per month, with no other benefits such as medical scheme cover or transport to and from work. At his work place they are not allowed to take a day off to attend a funeral, even if it be that of their mother. If they do so by any chance, the wages of the days that they have been off attending the funeral are deducted from their salary. On probing how he manages to support his family with such a little pay, the poor man reported that  he assists customers (privately) to carry such things as iron roofs or cement from the shop to their car/bus in exchange for a little cash. But he said he always has to do this tactfully, because once he is seen, he is considered  absent from work and his salary will be deducted. Most of the workers we interviewed survive by the Grace of God, and they always get ngongole (small loan) every month from lucky friends and family. This is the income story of many Malawians living in urban areas.

On the minimum requirements (basic needs) for descent living side, the CFSC survey of February 2010 shows that in Blantyre an average family of six requires at least MK58, 493 to survive in a month. This figure has gone up by 6.4% from MK54, 962 in January. In Lilongwe, minimum cost of living has gone up by 6.3% from MK52, 293 in January to MK55, 612. In Zomba cost of living is now at MK51, 334, representing a 4% increase from MK49, 360 in January. Finally in Mzuzu, families require a minimum of MK48, 681 to survive in a month, this is up by 1.5% from MK47, 953 in January. Although the prices of maize have increased in all the cities, they are still within an acceptable range. The price for a 50-kg bag is ranging from MK2, 214 (in Lilongwe) to MK2, 460 (in Zomba) to MK2, 570 (in Mzuzu) to MK2, 583 (in Blantyre). In all the cities, the price has not yet reached MK3, 000 because its supply is still enough to meet the current demand. February is the peak of the lean/hunger period and yet prices of maize are still reasonably low. This low price of maize is the objective signal of plentiful availability of maize – a positive result of the input subsidy program. 

However, what really matters is: how many people can afford two bags of maize every month if at the end of the month they only get less than MK5, 000? A simple 3 bedroom house in Blantyre and Lilongwe costs an average of MK15, 000 a month; with these low salaries it is impossible to make ends meet. Employers in the private sector are taking advantage of the high unemployment rate which is forcing job seekers to take anything that is on offer without considering the exploitation they are about to subject themselves into. Besides, they can not prosecute their employers because they are adequately protected by the country's minimum wage which is set too low at MK3, 000 per month. Employers are capitalizing on these two facts to exploit workers. Employers in the private sector must never forget that both divine and human law forbid them to squeeze the poor and wretched for the sake of profit from the helplessness of others.

The minimum wage is supposed to be an instrument of combating poverty not of exploitation. All working women and men are by nature entitled to a minimum wage sufficient to produce the necessities of life, the education of children and the support of their ageing parents. A minimum wage, in other words, should be defined as enough money for a family to have a frugal but honourable living with one wage earner in the family. It needs to be acceptable by society. MK3, 000 is definitely not acceptable. The CFSC urgently request the Ministry of Labour to speed up the process of reviewing the minimum wage. It should constitute the level of income acceptable by society, considering the current cost of living.
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