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South Africa has entered a decade where SA’s longstanding challenges have 
been exacerbated by the Covid-19 crisis which will have a lasting impact on 
our economy. In addition to the financial and social strains of the pandemic, 

SA still needs to overcome historic hurdles that put us on the back foot during the 
lockdown. These include the slow pace of government reforms; the skills-readiness 
of our workforce to gain employment in Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) jobs; 
the devastating effects of rapid climate change in a country already gripped by 
drought; and an energy crisis that is straining our economy.

The 6th annual Directors Event, presented by the Sunday Times Top 100 Companies 
and futured by BCX, took place online recently, where these issues were debated 
and brainstormed, and potential solutions recommended to ensure SA remains a 
beacon of hope and a leader in what can be achieved in SA. This was the second 
consecutive year that BCX has been a headline partner at The Directors Event. 

A trifecta of priorities
There can be no denying that 2020 has been a year that none of us would have 
anticipated in our wildest dreams … or nightmares, said Sunday Times editor, 
S’thembiso Msomi. However, as much as this year has felt like the stuff of fiction 
and dystopia, we cannot allow the Covid-related losses of this to completely 
overshadow the other priorities we have in this country. 

“As we face the consequences of the pandemic and the national lockdown we need 
to find the fuel – emotional, economic and social – to properly tackle issues that 
have been holding SA back before Covid-19 even landed,” he said.

Uncovering and punishing corruption finally sits high on the to-do list, he said. 
After years of watching state owned enterprises tumble into an abyss, with 
taxpayer rands siphoned into the bank accounts of unscrupulous civil servants, he 
said he hoped that recent arrests were a taste of things to come.

President Ramaphosa needs to be brave in forging ahead with actions to establish 
SA as an economy that investors can once again trust, said Msomi, adding that we 
desperately need three things to go our way: economic reform and accountability; 
a plan to improve education and equip our population to cope with – and even lead 
– technology advancements in a 4IR world; and to look after our natural resources. 

“If we can accomplish this trifecta, we have a great deal to feel optimistic about. 
But it takes commitment, hard work, and the co-operation of both the public and 
private sectors.”

The Directors Event, he added, is a platform where leaders across sectors can 
challenge each other to establish common ground, and set an agenda for moving 
forward.

Embracing technology and innovation
Mandisa Ntloko-Petersen, chief marketing officer at BCX, said every delegate at 
this year’s virtual event had a common goal: to see SA build its resilience through 
digital transformation, in order to give future generations the best possible society 
post the pandemic. The Directors Event, she added, is an important opportunity for 
private and public sector partners to engage on real issues affecting our country.

In August BCX launched Exa, a digital wing that seeks to guide businesses 
in their digital transformation journey to deliver specific, optimal business 
outcomes. Ntloko-Petersen said using BCX’s Exa’s collaborative approach, the 
team aimed to help businesses reach their digital transformation goals in order 
to achieve enhanced operational efficiency, improved business performance 
and enhanced customer experience. “SA is poised for a future where our 
fundamental industries will be revolutionized, and it is imperative that we 
harness this innovation,” she said. 

Technology is an ever increasing and more important part of every company in 
terms of how we deliver service, how we delight customers and how we attract 
employees, she pointed out. However, boards who lack the necessary digital skills 

and experience are a limiting factor. “Business leaders need to understand digital 
across every aspect of the business,” she stressed.

Those companies that embrace innovation will thrive rather than merely survive. 
However, innovation cannot be a once off. Instead it needs to become part of 
a company’s DNA if they wish to disrupt rather than be disrupted, said Ntloko-
Petersen.

CHAIRPERSON’S REPORT FOR 2020

Delivering the chairman’s report for 2020, Wendy Lucas-Bull, chairman of Absa 
Group Limited discussed what it takes to do business successfully in SA, what is 
required to drive our economy forward and suggested sustainable solutions. We 
can all appreciate the enormity of the task ahead, she said.

Discussing the current state of the economy, she said the fact that the economy 
has shrunk by around a sixth has been cause for deep reflection: how we got here 
and what we’re going to do to prevent a slide over the fiscal cliff. 

The reality is that for the last few years SA has been operating in an economy 
characterised by subdued growth, rising public debt, unemployment and low 
investor confidence. 

Rising debt to GDP figures laid bare the state of the economy which includes a 
widening deficit which sets the country on a potentially treacherous debt trajectory 
path. To address this requires drastic changes in the composition and efficacy of 
government spending.

“If public debt is left unchecked it could thrust us into a debt crisis,” she pointed out.

What matters most now is a clear response plan that all stakeholders can 
support and a relentless focus on its implementation underpinned by a credible 
accountability framework. 

SA’s weak fiscal position, slow pace of dealing with corruption, policy uncertainty 
and subdued growth prospects continues to weigh down investor confidence and 
undermines foreign capital inflows.

Regarding SA’s seemingly intractable energy challenge, Lucas-Bull pointed out that 
power cuts cost the economy R120 billion in 2019 – this is crippling and has dire 
consequences, particularly for small businesses. 
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De Rutyer acknowledged concerns expressed by the business community around 
Eskom’s electricity tariffs but said that there was no avoiding the fact that 
electricity would be costing more in future. 

An unreliable electricity supply poses a significant risk both to the economy and to 
Eskom given that it diverts capital away from areas where it could have been used 
more productively. Added to this it’s a drag on economic growth and job creation. 
The power utility does not take the decision to load shed lightly, he assured. Load 
shedding, he said, was the result of years of neglect and a failure to adequately 
maintain critical infrastructure.  

Eskom has identified a number of key priorities. The first is to ensure operational 
stability. A planned maintenance programme has been implemented which impacts 
14.7% of overall installed capacity. This does pose increased short-term pressure 
on the power system. However, he was confident that by September 2021 there 
would be a significantly reduced risk of loadshedding. 

The quality and quantity of coal was being addressed and unit margins were being 
investigated to ensure that tariffs are reflective. The company’s head count is 
slowly being managed down through voluntary severance packages, a freeze on 
recruitment and natural attrition. No involuntary retrenchments had been made. 

A priority was how to address Eskom’s unsustainable debt problem given that the 
interest alone cost the power utility R38 billion per annum. “Eskom will only be 
sustainable if we have debt of R200 billion or less,” he revealed.

The restructure of Eskom was another priority. Good progress has been made 
on this issue to date, he said, adding that the restructure would allow for greater 
accountability.

The next priority was to recover a culture of excellence and high performance, 
bearing in mind that 20 years ago Eskom was awarded the title of best power 
utility globally. That culture of excellence still resonates within the organisation, he 
insisted. 

However, even with the best will in the world, there is only so much that can be 
done with a generation system that is nearing the end of its life and the risk of 
loadshedding remains high any time there is excess demand. There is an urgent 
need to add additional capacity to the grid and neither new coal nor nuclear are 
feasible given the time it takes to develop and the cost. Both wind and photovoltaic 
were options given the much quicker time to market, and the company was 
watching the natural gas sector with interest. 

Driving a just energy transition and enabling a transition to a lower carbon 
environment required understanding the fears of all stakeholders. 

De Ruyter concluded by saying he alone could not fix Eskom and that it would 
require a collective effort. 

SA’s economic growth forecasts are not encouraging and any economic recovery 
is likely to be slow and unequal. The Covid crisis, she said, lays bare the 
challenge of inequality, poverty and unemployment. 

Government’s R500 billion support package announced in April is a short-term 
measure and can only do so much. Many people in vulnerable communities have 
lost their jobs. The impact of the pandemic will be felt for a long time to come.

Encouragingly, the pandemic has cultivated a deeper sense of collaboration 
and co-operation. A group of 400 people from the private sector donated their 
expertise pro bono to collaborate on business’s response toward an economic 
recovery. 

The journey towards an economic recovery, said Lucas-Bull, will require a socio-
economic compact between government, organised business, labour and civil 
society. It is a huge task given the sometimes divergent sectoral interests of 
each party. The crisis offers an opportunity to do something different.

In the short-term, there are a number of low hanging fruits which could help to 
arrest the current downward spiral, she suggested. The first is to reform state 
owned entities into efficient economic growth drivers. The second is to ensure 
a stable supply of electricity in a liberalised market. This requires access to 
diverse sources of energy at affordable prices and the opening up of the energy 
sector to independent power producers and renewable players. 

The third low fruit is to review regulatory frameworks to facilitate digital 
migration and release much needed spectrum. Government’s recent 
announcement that additional spectrum would only be released in 2021, was 
disappointing, she said. The state should leverage private sector expertise in the 
rollout of broadband rather than relying only on state owned companies. 

Fourthly, a process of reviewing and amending SA’s visa regulations should be 
prioritized in order to ensure that a recovery in the tourism sector is able to take 
place. SA needs to make it easier to welcome tourists, she insisted.

Supporting supply chains for SMEs and easing regulatory red tape to enable a 
more supportive culture for small businesses was her fifth suggestion.

Good governance, she added, is critical to boosting investor confidence and 
enabling growth. Furthermore, integrity needs to define our collective leadership 
ethos. “The cost of corruption to society is too high and should not be tolerated,” 
she said.

In the pursuit of good governance, the existence of a robust and independent 
media is critical. The link between democracy, press freedom and development 
is well documented – the more freedom journalists have the better the control 
over corruption tends to be. 

In the medium to long-term, she said, the escalating job crisis needs urgent 
attention through a deliberate strategy. In order to deliver a competent state, its 
capabilities need to be bolstered. In terms of infrastructure, projects which have 
multiplier impacts need to be prioritised.

“As SA begins to emerge from Covid, we have an opportunity to address the 
social and economic challenges that face us,” she said, adding that we need 
to work together to develop a more inclusive economy in order to ensure an 
accelerated economic recovery. 

“Short-term compromises and bitter medicine will be required to achieve our 
long-term objectives,” she concluded.

SAVING ESKOM A COLLECTIVE EFFORT

The keynote address was delivered by Andre de Ruyter, the group CEO of Eskom 
who opened by conceding that Eskom was a source of national concern and posed 
a systemic risk to SA given its debt levels of R488 billion, of which R327 billion is 
guaranteed by National Treasury. If Eskom fails it will have dire consequences for 
SA and lead to a potential default. Andre de Ruyter, group CEO of Eskom
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HOW TO REVIVE AN ECONOMY IN ICU

The first panel discussion, moderated by broadcaster Gugulethu Mfuphi, 
focused on strategies to revive the economy. Professor Ruth Hall, professor of 
Poverty, Land and Agrarian Studies at the University of Western Cape pointed 
out how rapidly the Covid-19 pandemic had become a humanitarian and food 
crisis. Nearly half of all households ran out of food during the hard lockdown 
and that figure was slightly reduced as the economy opened up. The pandemic 
has exaggerated structural inequalities, she said. Hall called for a basic 
income grant which would at least mean nobody went hungry.

Independent energy expert Ted Blom lambasted previous Eskom boards whom 
he said were delinquent. The power utility continued to operate inefficiently 
and allowed corruption in the absence of any bold action to clean it up. “The 
cost of doing business in SA is extremely high and the cost of electricity 
is major contributing factor to that,” he said, adding that the cost of living 
was exceptionally high, particularly when most people did not receive above 
inflationary increases.

He said that despite calls for a forensic investigation into what went wrong at 
Eskom there was no political will to insist on it. 

Blom said the president needed to open the grid up to households in order to 
allow them to generate electricity to feed back into the national grid.

Tebele Luthuli, MD of Business Against Crime agreed that the energy 
sector needed to be opened up. She said that while she was heartened to 
hear President Ramaphosa’s proposed plans for an economic recovery, 
there remained questions. The release of spectrum by March 2021, while 
encouraging, should have been earlier while the mass employment plan was 
a short-term measure only. And the only sustainable solution to the country’s 
energy crisis was the liberalising of the grid.

“We need policies that create long term sustainable employment, including a 
reform of the current labour regulations which make it hard for the private 
sector to hire people. But most importantly, what was missing from his plan 
was a strategy for implementation,” said Luthuli. 

Corruption continued to be an issue as evidenced by the fraud around recent 
PPE acquisitions, she pointed out. The NPA, Hawks and SARS need to be 
capacitated and tasked with executing their mandate without fear or political 
favour so that people see that crime does not pay. “We’ve got to create a 
capable state,” she urged.



MANAGING CLIMATE CHANGE TO BECOME SELF-SUFFICIENT

The second panel discussion, moderated by environmental and science 
correspondent Simon Gear, focused on how SA needs to manage climate change in 
order to become self-sufficient. 

SA cannot afford to ignore concerns around climate change given that it’s not 
just an environmental issue but also an economic and social issue. “The science 
is becoming far more assertive in this space and the message is clear: if we 
don’t radically transform our systems in the next decade we will have to deal with 
runaway climate change,” said Tasneem Essop, executive director of Climate Action 
Network International. 

SA needs to listen to the science and implement an inclusive process that wider 
society co-owns to enable a just energy transition, she said, adding that this should 
not be seen as a burden but as an opportunity to reset our economy.

A climate change programme done properly will lead to better development and 
better growth, pointed out Dr Inga Jacobs-Mata, country representative for the 
International Water Management Institute, Southern Africa. However, while there 
has been progress in terms of policy evolution and development there was a 
delay in implementation and a lack of technical capacity to implement. There is a 
disconnect – and incoherence – between climate change goals and development 
goals, which is exacerbated by competition and tensions between key players.
Kekeletso Tsiloane, the founder of Ramtsilo Manufacturing & Construction and 
an engineer by training explained the approach her company has taken as far as 
climate change is concerned. Focusing on incremental changes, the company is 
trying to play a role in solving the problem of plastic pollution and is manufacturing 
plastic bricks which are robust, fire retardant and cost-effective and which can be 
used in building and road construction. “Climate change needs to be considered as 
an opportunity rather than a threat,” she said. 

Shamini Harrington, vice president of climate change at Sasol explained that her 
work was focused on what type of business Sasol wants to be in the future. 

It has developed a strategy for the future called Future Sasol which has climate 
and sustainability at its core and which focuses on ways in which the company 
can reduce its emissions. The company intends to play a leading role in renewable 
energy, using hydrogen as a transition fuel.

David Nicholls, chairman of the South African Nuclear Energy Corporation (NECSA) 
pointed out that by 2030 SA will be facing an even more critical energy crisis 
given that by then many of Eskom’s aged coal-fired power stations will need to be 
de-commissioned. He argued that nuclear energy was the only viable alternative to 
coal and disagreed with a number of panel members that renewable energies were 
as viable. 
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4IR AND JOBS

The final panel discussion of the day, moderated by Andile Khumalo, who also acted 
as the master of ceremonies at the event, put the spotlight on how the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution (4IR) will create jobs and grow the South African economy.

In response to a question regarding whether SA was putting the cart before the 
horse when it came to discussions about 4IR given that some areas of our society 
have failed to even progress through the second and third industrial revolutions, 
Professor Brian Armstrong, adjunct professor at the Wits Business School, said it 
was not necessarily a sequential process. “We don’t have the luxury of time. If we 
don’t embrace the 4IR we won’t be globally competitive or harness the potential 
opportunities,” he said, adding that the Covid pandemic has revealed the impact of 
disruption. 

SA’s IT infrastructure has significant room for improvement, said Dr Michael 
Gastrow, director for Science in Society at the Human Sciences Research Council’s 
Impact Centre. “As a country we have pockets of world-class excellence which we 
need to build on.” 

However, he acknowledged that moving the needle is a challenge. The biggest 
priorities, he argued, was ensuring that the youth and those in marginalised areas 
had affordable access to data, and secondly, to build science and technology skills 
for the 4IR. 

Gur Geva, the founder and CEO of iiDENTIFii, a Cape Town-based biometric digital 
authentication start up says the Covid-19 pandemic has accelerated the move away 
from finger authentication toward facial authentication. 

Businesses are increasingly looking at digital transformation as a way to generate 
additional revenue, rather than reduce costs, revealed Shaheen Vawda, chief sales 
officer at BCX. This is positive given that a business that grows will at the same 
help to grow the economy and create more employment opportunities. While board 
level discussions around digital transformation have traditionally focused on 
both capex and opex, encouragingly they are increasingly focusing on the latter, 
operational capacity.  He said BCX was employing people in data analytics with 
statistics and maths as core competencies. 

There was consensus that connectivity is the biggest challenge facing the country, 
and an issue that risks growing the current digital divide. Access to affordable 
data was critical in order to give everybody access to the digital economy while 
disruptive education is required to put everybody on the same playing field. 

From a business perspective, the panel agreed that digital transformation is a 
journey rather than a destination, and one that can’t be focused on cost cutting but 
instead needs to be focused on top line growth.

Tangible areas to create jobs going forward are to build labour consuming 
platforms (like Uber and AirBnB); build more globally traded resources; and create 
a vibrant hub for the application of emerging technologies in an emerging market 
context – and then scale them up for export. 

One of the biggest takeaways from this year’s Directors Event, said Ntloko-
Petersen, is the need for collaboration. “There is no question that an economic 
recovery will require a collective effort combined with effective policy and a 
sustainable energy supply,” she said.

The Institute of Directors South Africa (IoDSA) has partnered with The Directors 
Event since its inception. An event of this nature is even more important in 
a difficult year, said IoDSA CEO, Parmi Natesan. “It is in times of crisis that 
companies need their directors more than ever to steer them through choppy 
waters. It is also in times of crisis that we realise how inter-connected business, 
society and the environment are – having either a positive or negative impact. 
Certainly, there is no question that business has an impact on our social and 
environmental capital.”

She added that boards need to be directing their companies to survive and thrive. 
However, this can only be achieved if the legitimate needs and expectations of 
stakeholders are taken into account. 
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