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INTRODUCTION

The first decade of democracy in South Africa has been extraordinary. It is the result of the tireless efforts of millions of ordinary South Africans and major contributions from all sectors of society. No less remarkable, in casting an eye over South Africa’s recent history, is the scale and growing sophistication of the business response to the key challenges facing the country, which continues to be one of the key ingredients in the fundamental transformation of the nation. 

This narrative is focussed primarily on the National Business Initiative (NBI) as the visible commitment of the business sector helping to make the new democracy work. There has been demonstrable impact in diverse areas such as housing delivery, crime prevention, local economic development, public sector capacity building, schooling quality, further education and training and public-private partnerships. As we look at these initiatives in more detail, it is important to bear the broader context in mind: the unique responsiveness of South African business to the political, social and economic environments upon which it has impacted with such positive results, and upon which it should continue to impact for the long-term stability and sustainability of its own operations.

We can begin our story with the Soweto disturbances of 1976 when apartheid South Africa was brought face to face with its own impermanence. The Urban Foundation was the business response. Ten years later, with inflation spiralling towards uncontrollability, and the escalation of international isolation and internal political violence, the Consultative Business Movement was initiated. It was the organisation that would later help the country to write its first democratic constitution. 
Nelson Mandela’s release in 1990 was accompanied by the very real potential for political polarisation and national fragmentation. At the same time however, the existence of all sorts of possibilities for cooperation also became evident. Perhaps the most pressing opportunities were those within the frightening educational morass. For the first time, the business-funded Joint Education Trust brought future government and business together to seek solutions to mutual problems of concern. With the official instatement of democracy in 1994, which was helped in no small measure by the Business Election Fund, the NBI came into being to provide a united business response to the socio-economic challenges facing a politically transformed nation.

In South Africa today it is appropriate to say that collective business action is more than the sum of its parts. Most companies practice corporate citizenship through individual social investment programmes. Added to this is substantial evidence to show that collective action – which lies at the heart of the history of the NBI – has contributed to real change by promoting democracy and sustainable development in South Africa. Furthermore, success in these spheres has strengthened the influence of business in public policy and governance. It would be accurate to say that this has created both opportunities that have already been actualised, along with challenges which have yet to be overcome. For whilst business has certainly shown that it can have a far-reaching impact on influencing and shaping the environments in which it operates; it also needs to develop a strategic response to the complex sustainability challenges facing the country – and the world – in the 21st century.

The National Business Initiative for Growth, Development and Democracy – the NBI - has evolved with democracy in South Africa. At the same time, it has supported the engagement of business with a society that displays a unique combination of the developed and developing worlds. By way of consequence, one of the NBI’s chief characteristics has been an acute sensitivity to the changing imperatives of the times.

At the outset of democracy in the mid 1990s the emphasis on reform had fallen on public management and policy. Considerable national energy was expended in effecting a transformation of the public service at all levels of government. The role of the various tiers of government had to be defined, particularly at the local authority level. At the same time new policies, to replace the skewed ones that had characterised apartheid times, were being developed. In addition, major changes in top leadership and management meant new faces in all departments.

By the turn of the century, policy reforms had brought benefits, in theory at any rate, across many spheres of public life; and attention began to turn to the problems of implementation. Five years down the line, and the centre of the nation’s attention was fixed upon the difficulties of implementation and the political need for visible results.

Of course the environment in which the NBI has operated has been complicated by the rough and ready reality of life in a young democracy trying to find its feet in the contradictions and shortcomings of the developing world. Sluggish implementation in some spheres is forcing attention once more upon the administrative machinery in place as well as upon the brave new policies that have been devised.

Yet the image of modern South Africa is much more than this. There can be little doubt that the country is bursting with energy and innovation in every sphere from cultural creativity to social dynamism and remarkable business innovation. South Africa has transformed itself in little over a decade from the brave democracy of the middle 1990s to “one of the great places in Africa – and indeed, the world – in which to live, to learn, to work and to do business”.

These words are derived from the NBI’s own documentation midway through the first decade of the 21st century. They provide a telling reflection not only of how the business perception of its own environment in South Africa has changed,  but also illustrate how the NBI has responded to the demands of consistent change.

Throughout the past decade, the NBI has brought valuable business-based resources to bear upon many important areas. The organisation has earned the respect of both government and business for its analytical and research capacity, as well as for its influencing and convening abilities. One of its key strengths lies in the solid linkages it has established with government, along with the close relationships it has forged with both its business membership and the business sector as a whole. At the same time, as an independent business coalition which is not formally responsible to or mandated by the business sector, the NBI has positioned itself to play a key facilitative role in promoting dialogue and collaboration between business and society. 

Over its ten-year history, the NBI has presented a powerful business case for companies to take their positions as significant players seriously in the society in which they operate. Sustainable development, socio-economic impacts and human rights are very real and pertinent issues for businesses that operate on the shrinking global stage. The NBI stands proudly at the forefront of such thinking.

ORIGINS
The National Business Initiative (NBI) was launched on 9 March 1995. National ministers and Provincial MECs attended the occasion, as did senior business and community leaders, along with diplomats from many countries around the world. The most significant presence, however, was that of Nelson Mandela, South Africa’s new President who had been inaugurated after the country’s first democratic elections barely a year before.

In the months after the April 1994 election, business leaders carefully considered the most appropriate ways to demonstrate clear support for the new democratic dispensation, and assist the Government of National Unity to “make the country work”. The President had been quick to respond to this willingness of the South African business community to become involved in the Government’s Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP). Whilst it would have been an easy option for business to simply channel private sector funding into the RDP; instead, it elected to adopt the more dynamic and sustainable approach as offered through the NBI.

The NBI’s proposed role was defined in the context of a think-tank cum problem solver, whilst simultaneously serving a facilitative function. It was envisaged that through its independence and mobility, the initiative could help to achieve consensus between the various actors, and thereby encourage the move towards common goals and sustained business involvement in the task of developing and democratising the fledgling new South Africa. Finance for the organisation would stem from voluntary, self-determined annual membership fees from individual private-sector companies. The rationale was clear: business had (and still does have) a real stake in helping to make the new South Africa work; and the private sector was willing to demonstrate its commitment to the future with practical action.

Mandela was generous in his approval of this approach. “There are many ways in which the special skills and know-how of the business community can help Government to achieve its development objectives,” he told guests at the NBI’s inaugural function. “The original thinking which has gone into the launch of the NBI is very much appreciated and I give it my unqualified support.”

So the NBI started life as an organisation with significant backing from the business sector, with substantial acceptance from other actors within civil society, and with the blessing of the President of a democratic South Africa and his Government of National Unity.

The NBI had been careful to explain itself within the business sector. Its original prospectus stressed that it was not “a mandated body which can (or would want to) speak or act on behalf of its members”. Organisations like the South African Chamber of Business (SACOB), the National African Chamber of Commerce (NAFCOC) and Business South Africa (BSA) already existed to fulfil this role. The NBI, on the other hand, was “tasked by its members to identify obstacles to and/or opportunities for socio-economic and democratic development, do research, formulate policy proposals, and facilitate partnerships and through them the delivery of concrete initiatives”.

The need for such an initiative in post 1994 South Africa was obvious. Severe problems, exacerbated by decades of apartheid ideology and neglect, existed in the majority of social fields, most particularly in education and housing. Equally daunting were the challenges in the governance and criminal justice arenas. Straddling these areas was the stark reality of those millions of people whom apartheid had excluded from the mainstream economy, and the many more who would lose their jobs as the country shook itself free from the false protection of previous times and rushed ill-prepared into the rigours of a harshly competitive global economy.

To many players within the business sector, the advantages of supporting the NBI were obvious. Ten months after the Initiative was established, its membership had grown from a founding group of 80 to 118 of South Africa’s biggest and most significant companies.

The most conspicuous advantage was that collective action was more effective than the endeavours of individual companies. It must be noted however, that the NBI was careful not to impede individual company action. Instead, the constant supply of NBI research and policy work to member companies helped to shape individual corporate social investment philosophies and directions for action. Indeed, on many occasions, direct interventions by individual companies enhanced both their own and the NBI’s contribution to the general South African good. As enunciated by the NBI’s founding chairman, Mike Rosholt: “The NBI aimed to be an effective and accountable organisation involved in solutions to the many socio-economic problems facing the country.” 

Assertions that socio-economic change was the responsibility of the democratically elected government, and not a concern of business, were soon silenced by the sheer magnitude of many of the challenges facing the country. The business sector was becoming convinced that sustainable business was dependent on a stable social environment. Active participation as a partner with government in the task of reconstruction and development gained increasing acceptance as the only realistic way forward for the business community.

This was the NBI’s rationale at inception and for the most part it remains the basis and environment for this remarkable initiative a decade later. Given the rapid and significant changes that have occurred in both the national and international environments, the NBI’s modus operandi has become considerably more sophisticated. Yet the fundamental relationship between initiative and environment has not altered.

As André Fourie, NBI’s current CEO observed: “There was a time after 1994 when corporate social responsibility in some quarters looked a lot like cheque-book diplomacy. But companies have found that you can’t outsource this responsibility.  For this reason direct involvement in the NBI, and in NBI projects, is good for companies because the way business responds to social issues has a significant bearing on the stability of the market place. Quite simply, if you do it right, you enhance your business opportunities.”
Fourie explains that in the beginning, companies certainly gave the NBI money to help the government with some of the more intractable socio-economic problems. However, ten years down the line, the challenge is not to offer more of the same. Instead it has more to do with method as opposed to wherewithal. As a result, he goes on to say that: “The NBI is increasingly working within partnerships with government, as well as with individual companies. Today the emphasis has shifted from support to more complex relationships and involvement. This is undoubtedly good for business. But I would feel a sense of loss if mere self-interest - important as it is - was the only reason why we do what we do.” 

Nor does it appear to be. South African business is also operating inside a well-established tradition. The response of business in this country to social turmoil and human deprivation, and to the challenges of democracy and reconstruction, is world renowned. No other national business sector in the world has ever been persuaded to respond as generously or as consistently as the South Africans. It’s more than self-interest; and runs even deeper than enlightened self-interest. By way of a more encompassing definition, it would be accurate to say that it speaks of a sense of well entrenched responsibility to the wider society.

The fundamental questions facing us at this point are namely: 

· What has business achieved via the NBI over the past ten years? 
· Has the initiative been responsive enough to the challenges confronting the country? 
· Has it been sufficiently strategic in its choice of interventions? 
· Has it made an impact in those areas that matter most? 
This publication documents the contribution of the various initiatives of the NBI, large and small, ranging from high profile institutions to initiatives largely invisible to the public eye.

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

As the tempo of political challenge to the apartheid state increased, so the idea of business isolation diminished along with the notion that business should do business and business alone. The watershed in business attitudes came in 1976, as  the Soweto uprisings exploded into the national consciousness and remained unrelenting. There was no ambiguity in the central message: in a rapidly urbanising and industrialising country, the philosophy of separate development had no future. Indeed, the final struggle for full political rights for the vast majority of South Africans had already begun. As it is now well known, the business response was to establish the Urban Foundation (UF).

The Urban Foundation 
The original intention of the UF, according to powerful mainstream businessmen like Harry Oppenheimer and Anton Rupert, had been “to promote and co-ordinate involvement by the private sector in the improvement of the quality of life of urban communities”. From the start, the politicisation of the organisation was inevitable. For radicals involved in the political struggle, the UF represented an attempt by business to blunt the impact of those “quality of life” issues - housing and education, in particular - that fuelled the popular discontent. In other words, the organisation was seen as attempting to perpetuate the apartheid status quo.

Ironically, at both practical and policy levels, the work of the UF immediately came into conflict with the core contention of apartheid urban planning: that black people had no permanent place in South Africa’s cities. Throughout its life, the UF campaigned for and won changes to what was increasingly seen as an unworkable urban housing system. The business-funded UF was successful in extending land tenure rights of urban blacks first to 99 year leasehold and finally to full ownership. Millions of black South Africans became legitimate urban citizens in their own country due to this effort. Once this process of reform had been set in motion, the next target became the whole unsightly apparatus of influx control. UF personnel were responsible for the wording of the Government’s White Paper on urbanisation, as well as for the amendments to the legislation that finally ended this destructive system in the late 1980s.

While the UF worked in this way for a more sensible policy response to urbanisation, they also paid significant attention to the provision of housing and other urban improvements. Over 100 000 houses in urban areas were built during the 18 year life of the UF, and the organisation finally made important inputs into the new housing subsidy policy that came into effect after 1994. In addition, more than 2 000 classrooms were built, as well as 12 complete schools and 14 community resource centres. While nearly R2-billion had been generated for infrastructural projects, the UF was also responsible for the training of over 1 000 pre-school educators, with more than 20 000 school educators participating in UF-sponsored development and upgrading programmes by the time the Foundation disbanded late in 1994.

The Consultative Business Movement
At about the same time as the UF was helping to dismantle influx control and beginning to speak to many non-government organisations about the formulation of housing and urbanisation policy for the post-apartheid era, another group of business leaders and thinkers was contemplating more direct involvement with the changing political process that was beginning painfully to unfold. Men like Christo Nel, Leon Cohen and Mike Saunders were keen to see business actively involved in the interaction between the apartheid government, beleaguered by a devaluing Rand and international sanctions, and the increasingly visible United Democratic Front (followed by the Mass Democratic Movement) as the internal arm of the banned African National Congress (ANC).

Some members of the business sector had already begun to hold meetings with progressive political leaders and had joined a group of prominent South Africans who travelled to Dakar in West Africa in 1987 to make contact with leaders of the ANC. However much the government railed, the course was set. The foundations of the apartheid status quo had cracked beyond repair. In anticipation of the intense process of social dialogue and transformation that would inevitably follow, essentially to accelerate the process of dialogue - the Consultative Business Movement (CBM) was established.

The initial brochure describes the CBM as “a voluntary and independent group of senior business leaders and corporations who, from a business perspective, acknowledge and support the need for constructive transformation of South Africa’s political economy”. Within a short time, the CBM had nearly 100 member corporations, a number of which were also members of the UF.

The CBM busied itself with building networks and relationships across the political spectrum. Business leaders met with all known political groups to gain an understanding of their respective views. Inside the country, the CBM facilitated numerous workshops that provided a first time forum for people from opposite ends of the political and economic spectrum to exchange views. The CBM also arranged further trips to see the Pan-African Congress in Tanzania and the ANC in Harare.

After the watershed end-of-apartheid announcement by President F W de Klerk in February 1990, the pace of CBM’s work increased substantially.  This period was also characterised by soaring levels of political violence in many areas across South Africa. Meanwhile, there was broad consensus amongst leaders that a high level peace process was essential. However, both the National Party government and ANC blamed each other as being the main instigators of the violence, and neither would accept the legitimacy of the other to convene a national peace conference. It was the joint efforts of the CBM and South African Council of Churches (SACC) that initiated the course which eventually culminated in a comprehensive peace process. The first meeting was co-chaired by John Hall (Barlow Rand executive and Chairman of the Chamber of Commerce) and Archbishop Desmond Tutu.

There is no doubt that the credibility and legitimacy of the CBM, which later became its most valuable currency during times of intense distrust in the country, was established during the peace process. This provided the rationale for the request that the CBM serve as the secretariat and administrative support for the national negotiation processes, including the Convention for a Democratic South Africa (CODESA) process and Multi Party Negotiation Process (MPNP). When CODESA deadlocked in 1992 over regional and central powers, it was the CBM that brought together academics and experts from around the world to thrash out an acceptable way forward. In this way, South African business found itself at the crux of the complex and often stormy process of negotiating a new constitution and finding the pathway that the country would need to take towards those historic democratic elections in 1994. There are probably few if any precedents in the world where the business sector has been entrusted with such a sensitive role at the heart of such a highly contested political transition.

It is worth noting that although the CBM chose a low public profile as its standard operating procedure, it did its work with great ability and courage, so much so that in August 1994 the organisation was recognised by the prestigious Harvard Business Club of South Africa and conferred with the prestigious ‘Business Statesman of the Year’ award.

Theuns Eloff, CEO of the CBM through the dramatic years of national negotiation, recalls that following the elections, the organisation felt its work was done and that it should disband. Sources within government had other ideas and maintained that the expertise assembled within the CBM was too valuable to lose. The same was true of the UF; although by 1994 this pioneering business organisation had also started to query what its future would be and how it should be structured. The question that emerged was: should the business sector continue to support both organisations? The answer was not difficult to find: the role of business in the affairs of the country was far from over, so it was decided that the strengths of the two organisations should be combined in a new organisation: the National Business Initiative (NBI).

As a working document dated February 1995 asserts: “The South African business community represents a resource that is not usually available to countries at South Africa’s stage of development. It has played an important part in the country’s unfolding transition by, for example, responding to the living conditions of black South Africans in the 1970s; by brokering the first contacts between liberation movements in exile in the 1980s; by facilitating the National Peace Accord and the CODESA negotiations and the MPNP in the early 1990s; and by initiating and supporting a wide range of development programmes. Drawing on the skills developed in the UF and the CBM, the NBI will seek to build consensus, generate ideas and develop institutions, policies and practices that will go into the making of a new society.”

This is the background to an initiative that is now a decade old. Time therefore to look in some detail at what the NBI has done during this decade, while at the same time assessing the success and relevance of these endeavours.

THE INITIAL NBI PHASE

The combination of the older Urban Foundation (UF) and the younger Consultative Business Movement (CBM) was a strategic and timely intervention. Obviously, establishing a single organisation from very different theoretical bases was not without its difficulties. The former organisation was essentially seen as reformist in nature, while the efforts of the latter were concerned with transformation. There is certainly some truth in this observation. The CBM’s great forte and achievements lay in networking, brokering and negotiation. On the other hand, the UF’s focus, had concentrated on specialist research - notably in housing, urbanisation and education; in addition to policy formulation and the ground level delivery of often large practical projects.  

Negotiating these waters required vision, skilled leadership and commitment. With the CBM’s Theuns Eloff as chief executive officer and the UF’s Mike Rosholt as Chairman of the Board, the newly formed National Business Initiative (NBI) faced the complex and turbulent post-1994 realities with an avowed determination to promote increased economic growth, reduce poverty and inequality, and support effective and efficient governance.

Profile: Theuns Eloff: Founding CEO of the NBI

Born and raised in Potchefstroom, Eloff graduated with a law degree from the University of Potchefstroom in 1974. Thereafter he opted for a career path in theology and was ordained as a dominee in the Gereformeerde Kerk van Suid Afrika; - the strictest of the Afrikaner Calvinist churches in 1980.  He became a chaplain in the air force, directly after graduating as a theologian, and simultaneously embarked on a  Masters degree in philosophy. His dissertation made a detailed examination of Romans 13, in which submission to authority is juxtaposed with the law of love towards one’s neighbour. 
From 1983 to 1989, he served at a large suburban church in Pretoria. In 1986, the 32 year old Eloff attended one of the numerous political house meetings organised by Van Zyl Slabbert. This contact eventually led to him becoming one of the delegates who travelled to secretly to Dakar to meet with senior representatives of the ANC. 
He recalls with some irony that; “This trip changed my life slightly.”  Despite a less than supportive reaction from his Pretoria congregation, he refused to back down.
“As a Christian,” he says, “I couldn’t stand by while other Christians were being shot in the townships.” Ultimately, he left the ministry to join the CBM as its chief executive officer ten months before the announcements in February 1990 that opened the way to the national negotiations in which the CBM; where Eloff was destined play such a pivotal role.

He assumed the position of the first CEO of the NBI in 1995. After a seven year tenure he returned to Potchefstroom to take up the chair of Vice-Chancellor at his Alma Mater.

Two of the largest contributions from the NBI during the first years of its existence came from activities imported directly from the UF. The first was in the field of education policy, with the second being in housing delivery. The early NBI contribution to public/private partnerships originated from the CBM’s work on the role of the private sector in financing public services and infrastructure for reconstruction and development. Other significant inputs during this time were made into the areas of public-sector governance, local economic development, and criminal justice.

The NBI’s method of operation was to add value to the contributions of its small staff complement by involving its member corporations and companies that had underwritten it in collective initiatives within the key intervention areas. It was not unusual for these areas to have been the subject of intensive business-sponsored research and hands-on experience before the actual interventions were planned.

These elements of the NBI’s modus operandi will become more apparent as each focus area is dealt with in greater detail.

Education
Early Urban Foundation involvement in education had been little more than a few practical projects in educator upgrading and various non-formal education projects. At the start of the 1980s, the De Lange Commission was established to propose a new education system for the country, and the UF saw this as an opportunity to become involved in serious education policy work. As a result, the Commission’s final report was filled with UF inputs and proposals, including the central recommendation that all education should be controlled by a single non-racial government department. Not surprisingly at the time, the government rejected this idea out of hand. The report did however result in vastly increased spending on black education in relation to that which was being spent on white children. Nevertheless, it caused the UF to withdraw from education policy work until a new window was opened by President F W de Klerk in February 1990.

The UF response was once again prompt and decisive, and culminated in the setting up of Edupol in early 1991. Edupol - the acronym for a special “education policy and system change unit” was sufficiently effective to be transferred intact into the NBI when it was first established. The research and policy work undertaken by Edupol had some far-reaching policy impacts, in critical areas such as education financing, educator supply, utilisation and demand, and school governance. Edupol research and participation in government committees and task teams contributed to the shaping of the South African Schools Act, the key legislation that laid the foundation for post-apartheid schooling. It also provided critical (and cautionary) data and analysis on current and future trends in educator supply and demand, at a time when government was beginning a major shake-up of the entire system of educator training in South Africa.

From 1996 onwards, the unit began to break new ground in the vital but hitherto neglected area of Further Education and Training (FET). Through Edupol (later renamed the Education and Enterprise Unit) the NBI participated in the National Committee on Further Education appointed by Education Minister Sibusiso Bengu, drafting key sections of the report on technical college funding, planning and governance, and contributing significantly to the 1998 Green and White Papers on FET. This was followed up by in-depth analyses of college provision in Gauteng and the Western Cape, which is the cornerstone of the system-wide data analysis and planning that underpinned the work of the Colleges Collaboration Fund (discussed in more detail below) and provided vital support to the Department of Education in its restructuring of the colleges sector.

Policy inputs were by no means the only interventions made by the NBI into education during the 1990s. There was, from the NBI Board, a frequently articulated need for hands-on projects to complement the high-level policy work that business was underwriting. The idea was not so much for the NBI to operate as a delivery agency over wide areas, but rather to identify areas of special need that State funding could not reach, and provide specialist input and interventions. This approach was used by Edupol to establish a project called EQUIP, a neat acronym for the NBI’s Education Quality Improvement Programme.

Research in other parts of the world had established that learner achievement (obviously, the most important educational output) was related less to per capita spending and educator/learner ratios than it was to basic school facilities, school governance and administrative systems, as well as educator education and motivation. EQUIP took these realities into account as it set about providing the tools for individual schools to take responsibility for their own development and quality standards.

As the new policy frameworks of the Education Department have been implemented and tested, EQUIP has provided a valuable laboratory for educational change, evolving over the years from a model for school development to a framework through which business and government can collaborate and share best practices in improving the quality of schooling. 

Nearly ten years later, Equip continues to mobilise business support for the improvement of South Africa’s schools. This ongoing contribution is discussed in more detail below.

Housing

As with the NBI contribution to education, so the contribution to the crisis area of housing had its roots in the work undertaken by the UF. From the late 1970s, the UF had been directly involved in the provision of housing. With the establishment of the Independent Development Trust in 1990 the volume increased substantially. So when the UF disbanded, important skills in the management of large housing projects were transferred to the NBI by experts such as Brian Whittaker and Henry Jeffreys. These skills were supported by cutting-edge UF research into the whole arena of urbanisation, the dynamics of informal settlements, and the invaluable UF contribution to the new policy relating to capital subsidies for every first-time homeowner in the country – an initiative which was championed by South Africa’s first Housing Minister, Joe Slovo. While this policy had the potential to release large volumes of capital into the low end of the housing market, it didn’t follow automatically that large numbers of houses could immediately be built.

Although politicians had promised in 1994 that one million new houses would be made available before the next general election, actual delivery languished. By the time the NBI became involved in 1996, it was calculated that the country would need to deliver more than 300 000 housing units a year for the political targets to be realised. This translated as over 800 houses per day for the remaining three years in that particular parliamentary term.

To start with, the NBI’s involvement was restricted to commenting on the Housing White Paper in such a way as to encourage private sector participation in the task of housing provision. It then released an assessment of informal settlements and incremental housing schemes.  This played an important role in persuading government not to attempt to replace such settlements and schemes with box-type housing rows, but rather to allow first-time home owner housing subsidies to be used to upgrade existing informal and incremental units. However, the pace of delivery remained disappointingly slow, and tensions emerged between politicians and administrators, national and provincial departments, and also between the public and private sectors.

Finally, at the request of the Ministerial Task Team on housing delivery, the NBI established a Housing Development Support Team - staffed from the private sector - and steadily the housing situation began to improve. The Ministerial Task Team included prominent business leaders from various sectors whose interest in the housing crisis was broad – and not based on the narrow interests of any specific housing company. A key factor in the ultimate improvements that ensued in housing delivery was that a senior project manager from one of the NBI’s member companies (Brian Monteith from Murray and Roberts) was seconded into the National Department of Housing.

Against all odds, the NBI’s Housing Development Support Team (working in close cooperation with the Ministerial Task Team) made considerable inroads. During the final years of the 20th century, its influence was felt in a number of practical ways, namely: 

• The development and installation of a computer-based management information system that linked national and provincial housing departments to up-to-date figures on subsidy granting and house construction in every locality, region and province in the country.

• An analysis of the process of subsidy application and house construction, which charted a critical path through a previously complicated process, by breaking it down into 180 related steps. As a result of this undertaking, new possibilities were unearthed for reducing the time needed for the development of subsidy-based housing from 24 to seven months.

• It set up teams with rapid access to technical, legal and social development expertise in eight of the nine provinces. The teams were given the responsibility of identifying and clearing blockages in the delivery process, while at the same time building organisational capacity within the provincial departments in which they worked.

• It produced a comprehensive housing delivery guide for developers and housing authorities that created an integrated framework for the management of housing projects and established the time necessary for each activity in the process.

• It also produced a guide for employers on how they could assist their employees to gain access to housing. The guide was based on the best practice of selected NBI member companies, and described the best approaches to company housing support in addition to identifying the resources available to companies wishing to introduce or improve housing support schemes for employees. 
The overall result of these inputs was astounding to say the least. At the time of the 1999 elections, promised delivery dates for a million houses had been issued, and more than 940 000 subsidies had been awarded. Furthermore, 640 000 houses had either been built or were under construction.

“The NBI’s Housing Delivery Support Team,” said an independent evaluation by The Monitor Group, “has been unwavering in its commitment to transforming project-linked subsidy delivery from a cumbersome process into a streamlined efficient system capable of producing exponential growth in the rate of delivery. That is no small achievement.”

Brian Whittaker remarks that a comparison with housing projects in other countries had shown that the South African housing effort in the second half of the 1990s was one of the most world’s most successful in terms of the high rates of delivery and the low levels of corruption.

The life of the Housing Delivery Support Team was extended to the end of 1999 to facilitate the building of additional capacity in the national and provincial departments of Housing. Thereafter the NBI withdrew from the housing arena.
Public Sector Governance

The advent of democracy in South Africa brought extensive changes to every tier of government and the civil service. In particular, government at municipal or local level was asked to do much more than it had ever done before. President Thabo Mbeki described it as “a radically new system of local government” that was thrust on politicians and civil servants alike.

The demands of the new democratic dispensation pushed the responsibilities of local governments far beyond merely that of service providers for the largely white towns and cities. New local authority areas were geographically more logical and inclusive; the responsibility for balancing the municipal books weighed heavily on those charged with equalising services across areas that were at widely differing stages of development; and local authorities were increasingly expected to perform a development facilitation role, not only with regard to infrastructure but also in relation to sustainable economic development among their constituents.

The NBI saw these challenges as being central to their overall aims of enhancing the business contribution to growth, development and democracy. Encouraging effective governance at the local level therefore became an initial - and enduring - focus area.

As early as 1996, the NBI, in partnership with the Institute for Local Governance and Development, produced a comprehensive local government training framework for the National Department of Provincial Affairs and Constitutional Development. At the same time, it also established a Local Government Facilitation Unit “To promote the development of effective local government throughout South Africa.” The unit’s core focus was “To develop the strategic management and service delivery capacity of local authorities”. As such, the significant work it undertook encompassed the following fields:

• Policy work: This took the form of a detailed submission to the government’s white paper on “the transformation of local government”. The NBI submission urged: 
(i) An incremental approach to transformation; 
(ii) The full involvement of local authorities in local economic development; and
(iii) The simplification of the legislative environments in which local authorities operated. 
• Training and production of manuals: Following the NBI’s work on the local government training framework, the Local Government Facilitation Unit homed in on three areas in particular: financial management at local government level; strategic planning for local authorities; and local economic development. Comprehensive manuals and guides were produced for all three areas, and training courses and workshop material devised for use among local authority councillors and officials.

• Public/private partnerships: A guide which explored the possibilities of outsourcing certain aspects of local authority service delivery to the private sector was also developed. It highlighted how such partnerships could deliver more efficient services and help in addressing the huge post-1994 demand for extended services, in the most cost effective way. A comprehensive training course was subsequently developed. By the end of the 1990’s 1 000 councillors and officials had been exposed to the course. Given the overwhelming interest in PPPs that was generated; the NBI established a PPP Resource Centre to provide key information - case studies, draft contracts and best practice models - to both the private and public sectors. A quarterly PPP newsletter was also produced.

By the start of the new century, the NBI’s Effective Governance Unit had been reorganised, with several elements of its work - most notably those relating to local government and local economic development - continuing to engage the attention of the Initiative and a fair number of its member companies.

On the PPP front, in light of the NBI’s training and awareness-raising efforts, several major partnerships were brokered, representing a transaction value of more than R13-billion. Included amongst these are: 

· The private design and operation of Chapman’s Peak Drive on the Cape Peninsula; 
· The private design and operation of a major prisons complex in Bloemfontein; 
· The new Department of Trade and Industry campus in Pretoria, designed and built by the private sector who will operate the facilities for 20 years; and
· The Department of Labour information management system, designed and installed by the private sector, with the operation of the Unemployment Insurance Fund contracted out to the same company. 

NBI successes in this area have certainly sparked considerable interest in central government. The outcome has resulted in the establishment of a special PPP unit within the National Treasury to advise all state departments on the whys and hows of establishing win-win partnerships with the private sector.

Local Economic Development 

With one of its aims being to promote economic growth, the NBI lost little time in establishing an Economics Reference Group - early in 1996. The country’s aim at that point was to achieve a 6% growth rate by the year 2000, and the NBI lent its weight to achieving this crucial national goal.

For a start, the NBI organised a Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) Infrastructure Investment Conference in Cape Town in 1996 that established the foundation for a private-public sector partnership to finance and deliver infrastructure projects. It was widely agreed that infrastructure investment must form part of a general macro-economic policy framework to create a delivery-friendly environment. To further assist in demystifying the RDP, the NBI developed a series of briefings for member companies and general subscribers.

From the outset the main thrust of the NBI’s concern lay at the low end of economic activity. The problems and challenges surrounding small, micro and medium enterprises (SMMEs) received considerable attention, with the NBI providing an active focus in the following areas:

• Unblocking the SMME funding flow.  Working with financiers that included banks and private equity fund managers, with the aim of overcoming the obstacles preventing capital flow to emerging businesses, and to provide technical assistance to emerging entrepreneurs in the pre-financing stage of their business plans.

• Improving SMME service and procurement. In KwaZulu-Natal, an NBI programme was launched to improve the capabilities of a range of organisations servicing the small and micro business sector.

• Assisting with the establishment of local business service centres. A unique NBI-facilitated project brought together the Durban City Council and several service providers and business associations to establish the Durban Business Service Centre. The outcome was a flood of requests for assistance in establishing business service centres nationwide and the development of a model that encouraged critical business involvement in such initiatives.

• Stimulating local economic development. The NBI, in partnership with the Development Planning Branch of the Office of the Deputy President, prepared a local economic development (LED) resource kit for use in the government’s capacity development programmes. The kit, which includes a manual and video, was launched through a national road show. Strong interest from various stakeholders stimulated NBI member companies to extend their involvement beyond funding to the distribution of the kit along with participation in various support activities. This resulted in extensive training programmes, and ultimately in the training of trainers from other organisations who would take over the training function from the NBI.

It was from these beginnings that the NBI’s involvement in income generation activities, particularly Local Economic Development (LED), became progressively more focussed and sophisticated. By 1998, the NBI was applying its LED philosophy and expertise in Lamberts Bay on the West Coast; in all eight sub-regions of the Western Cape; in eight towns in KwaZulu-Natal; and in Mpumalanga and the then Northern Province (now Limpopo) where the NBI won two major government contracts to develop the LED process in 38 towns adjacent to the Maputo Development Corridor.

The pinnacle of the NBI’s involvement in local economic development was achieved when it was appointed managing agent for the North West Province’s Millennium Development Fund, the objective of which was to support manufacturing and build capacity of SMMEs in the province. This R12-million project was comprised of three programmes to support SMME development: namely, financing, institutional support, and project initiation.

By the turn of the decade, the NBI had taken its expertise in SMME initiation onto the national stage with the introduction of the annual EnterPrize Business Plan Competition. This linked good entrepreneurial ideas with relevant expertise from NBI member companies, and then rewarded the most innovative business plans to emerge from the process by providing venture capital for the implementation of the winning ideas.

Crime

South Africa’s socio-political transformation through the early 1990s had its darker side. This was manifested in the high levels of crime and criminal activity throughout the country, including an epidemic of often brutal vehicle hijackings in major urban areas. Business was not slow to respond to this unsatisfactory state of affairs. The result was Business Against Crime (BAC). The full story of this intervention is recounted below.

THREE MAJOR ACHIEVEMENTS

The story of the NBI and its role following South Africa’s first democratic election is powerfully illustrated by three very different examples of its products – organisations and projects that have their origins in the NBI but – in the case of two of them at any rate – have taken flight on their own. 

The first example is the establishment of Business Against Crime, as a response to the high levels of crime and violence that were prevalent in the latter half of the 1990s.

The second example is the establishment of the Business Trust in 1999, at the time of the second democratic elections. The Trust was formed to demonstrate business’s continued commitment to South Africa’s new democracy, and to ensure that the business connection to government at the highest level was maintained as Nelson Mandela handed over to Thabo Mbeki as president of the country. 

Unlike the first two examples, the third project overviewed has not become a separate organisation. Nevertheless, the remarkable success of the Colleges Collaboration Fund (working in the vital but neglected field of further education and training), reflects a different mode of institutionalising the work of the NBI and sustaining the impact.  

Business Against Crime

After South Africa’s high-profile crime prevention summit in August 1995, the NBI and Business South Africa established an organisation called Business Against Crime (BAC). At the outset it was managed by the NBI, who formulated an action programme that included some highly visible interventions. 
Chief among these were the facilitation of: 
• City centre closed-circuit television monitoring systems for Johannesburg, Durban and Cape Town (which became one of the core elements of reducing urban crime);

• The anti-hijacking Gauteng Highway Patrol with the donation, by an NBI member company, of 100 high-speed BMW vehicles. This project inspired many cities and major towns to invest in the equipment and infrastructure required to fight organised crime syndicates; and
• Improvements to South African Police Services management systems.

Behind the scenes, equally important work was being undertaken. Provincial BAC boards were set up in most of South Africa’s nine provinces. These were successfully pitched at drawing companies into anti-crime initiatives, not least in many industry-specific areas such as banking, computers, tourism and vehicle components. Importantly, a working group on commercial crime was also established to help companies deal with the threat of white-collar crime. This further demonstrated the willingness of the business sector to look inward to areas of vulnerability, rather than remaining passive and levelling criticisms at under-resourced public policing agencies.

The most significant early work undertaken by BAC was in the redesign of the criminal justice system.  This led to a thorough review of the legislation and practices governing the entire judicial system.  It also established networks within the various departments (police, justice, correctional services) to assist with the development of an integrated management system, including information management, for the criminal justice system as a whole.

By 1998 the point had been reached where the work of BAC could best be taken forward by spinning it off as an independent, dedicated organisation. The confidence in BAC that lay behind this decision proved to be well-justified by the developments that followed. In 2002 R3,8-million of Business Trust funding (the role of the Trust is discussed below) was allocated and targets set. Ultimately, the Trust was to invest just over R32m in BAC. The main target was unambiguous: to scale up the initial support that had already been implemented to establish an integrated justice system (IJS) for South Africa that would incorporate all phases (reporting and investigation, arrest, prosecution, adjudication, incarceration and community re-admission); that could operate more cost effectively and reduce the criminal recidivism rate. Overall, the programme was expected to reduce the national crime rate by around 10%.

For integration of the complete justice system to be achieved, the four core government departments (Police, Justice, Correctional Services and Social Development) had to be motivated to work together. Two factors above all others contributed to the ultimate success of the IJS project. The first was that BAC provided a project leader of consummate skill and credibility. The second was that senior government officials from all four departments threw themselves without reserve into the partnerships required for the project to work.

The overall IJS project was subdivided into several sub-programmes, the most important of which were:

· The Criminal Justice System architecture project that developed standard codes and information technology architecture in a single database for use throughout the justice system.

· The IT Infrastructure project that aimed to provide users with sufficient computer infrastructure to allow connectivity within and between the four core departments.

· The Virtual Private Network project intended to provide a secure and stable communication network for the four departments.

· The Identification Services project brought together the automated fingerprint ID system and the national photographic identification system.

· The Integrated Case Management System project that was responsible for managing the flow of dockets and cases through the system.

· The Business Intelligence System project that devised evaluation architecture to enable measurement of the performance of the system as a whole. 
The overall IJS programme was a major accomplishment, not only in the way it was achieved (through real working partnerships between all four departments and between government personnel and BAC), but also in its impact on the criminal justice system and on the levels of crime in the country. So much so that by 2002, the BAC was able to say that although “crime is still a problem in South Africa, remarkable success has been achieved in stabilising it and bringing it under control”.

So successful has the IJS been that a subsequent input of R2-billion by the SA government is now upgrading the country’s formerly inefficient criminal justice system with a range of projects and initiatives to be delivered over the next five years. Additional funding has come from such agencies as the European Union, the Netherlands, USAID and Irish Aid. In addition, senior business executives now sit on the newly formed board of directors of the Department of Justice. This advisory board concentrates on good governance and has a committee overseeing budgets, remuneration and audits, to ensure a new commercialised framework for the Department. 

Special BAC programmes are now examining crime in schools, commercial crime, partnering against organised crime, a project that partners individual businesses with local police stations, and a trained volunteer service that provides free and confidential counselling for crime victims.

“There is no question,” says a BAC pamphlet, “that South Africa has turned the corner in the ‘war against crime’, and it is encouraging to see the extent of cooperation between government, the private sector and the general public in what is increasingly being viewed as world class practice. It is certainly heart-warming to note just how many of the crime-fighting initiatives undertaken in South Africa have attracted praise from overseas countries – perhaps the surest sign yet that we are on the right track.”

The Business Trust

After three years of successful activity, the NBI began to think in terms of increasing the business contribution to the socio-economic transformation of South Africa, and of cementing the partnerships already achieved with government. Since Nelson Mandela’s term as President was designated to end in 1999, business was anxious to formalise the progress that had been made thus far in the field of business/government relationships. So in concert with the South Africa Foundation and the Black Business Council, the NBI developed the concept of the BT.

Although the Trust and the NBI have been closely interlinked, it is important at the outset to understand the difference between the two organisations. The latter continues to operate as a catalyst for change, and a problem solver in policy design and implementation, rather than as a long-term delivery agency. The NBI, in short, has adopted an independent innovative role, working with government, companies and other partners in the quest for common goals and sustained business involvement in the task of developing the country. 

The BT, on the other hand, was envisaged as a unique, once-off structured partnership between government and business, focused on a limited number of agreed interventions. What business would bring to the table was substantial capital for use in areas of strategic need within a specific period of time. The full name of the structured partnership mechanism became the Business Trust for Job Creation and Human Capacity Development.  

The trustees of the BT were drawn from senior leadership from both business and government, and its first prospectus was released in September 1998. The idea was to persuade listed companies to donate 0,15% of market capitalisation and unlisted companies to contribute 2% of after-tax profits at an agreed date. In this way it was hoped to raise R1-billion over five years. The NBI had made pivotal inputs into the planning of the BT, and in March 1999 was assigned the job of managing it - on a strict cost-recovery basis. The NBI’s Brian Whittaker was appointed as the Trust’s first chief operating officer.

The modus operandi of the BT was to spend the substantial capital raised on carefully selected projects where suitable strategic partners (organisations at the cutting edge in the various fields) were contracted for the actual delivery. After deliberations by the BT Board, it was decided to focus on enterprise development within tourism as a job creator, given that this is a segment of the economy capable of rapid growth. Under the second focus area, attention was concentrated on schooling, where huge improvements in effectiveness, efficiency and quality were urgently required.

On the schooling side, three programmes were designed:

• The first was intended to reduce the primary school repeater rate by 50%. This would be achieved by providing additional training to more than 12 000 educators, and by equipping 1 000 selected schools with appropriate reading material, thus improving the literacy skills of one million learners. The READ organisation, a long-established literacy agency, was selected as the BT’s strategic partner for this programme.

• The second was the Quality Learning Project focussed on the secondary school sector. The aim was to improve language and mathematics skills by concentrating on 18 district educational offices and 450 schools across the country. Organisational and management training was designed on the assumption that improved performance in these areas (districts and individual schools) formed the foundation for learning improvement. In addition, in-service training for more than 15 000 educators would be provided. It was hoped that all this would lead to at least a 10% improvement in the literacy and mathematics performance in the 450 selected schools. The strategic partner delivering this project was the Joint Education Trust.

• The third was the Colleges Collaboration Fund, which would assist in the overhaul of South Africa’s languishing technical college sector. Here, the strategic partner would be the NBI itself. It has already been noted that Edupol research into the FET sector had led to a powerful and sustained NBI contribution; and this BT contract undoubtedly strengthened that overall effort. This NBI project is dealt with more comprehensively later on in this document.

On the tourism side, another three programmes were funded to bolster job creation in that sector.

• The first related to a major marketing campaign planned at a cost R180-million, of which the BT would make a direct contribution of R50-million. The decision to sell South Africa as a destination for international tourists was based on emerging evidence that tourism would become one of the major economic drivers for the 21st Century in South Africa. Formulas for converting numbers of tourists into numbers of job opportunities abounded. However, before these formulas could be practically tested, the tourists had to be encouraged to come to the country. In early 2000, with SATOUR as its strategic partner, the BT launched the country’s largest-ever tourist marketing campaign in the USA and UK, as well as in Germany, France, Italy and the Netherlands. The aim was to immediately double the annual growth rate in international tourists from 6.5% to 13%.  More than 60 million people were exposed to the advertising material. By the end of 2000 the initial target had been reached, with nearly 1,7 million international tourists entering the country. While this was happening, a detailed market segmentation analysis was undertaken to put South Africa on a more competitive footing with its international rivals, while an offshoot of the analysis provided the necessary institutionalisation within SATOUR to build viable public-private partnerships.

• In order to take full advantage of the increasing numbers of tourists, the BT initiated a Tourism Training Programme to ensure the development, within the South African workforce, of useful and accredited skills for the tourism sector. The Hospitality Industries Training Board was chosen as strategic partner. Using a combination of formal learning and workplace experience (as outlined in the then new Skills Development Act), the BT’s tourism training programme aimed to provide 10 000 learnerships, 80% of which were to be reserved for unemployed youth. The BT invested R80-million in this programme, while the Department of Labour added R35-million from its own budget.

• The Tourism Enterprise programme was introduced during the BT’s second year of operation. It was based on the perception that job opportunities (to absorb the qualified personnel emerging from the Tourism Training programme) would be created primarily by enterprises prepared to risk their resources in the tourism sector. Therefore, the programme was designed to assist emerging or expanding enterprises to take advantage of increased tourism business. A special focus was afforded to historically disadvantaged business, and small businesses wishing to expand. The BT selected as its strategic partner the specialist company, Ebony Consulting International, who identified the areas of greatest potential for the growth and expansion of SMME participation in the tourism industry.  It then provided assistance to actual enterprises to realise a particular market opportunity or business linkage. The BT invested R60-million in this endeavour, and set a target of 
1 000 enterprises assisted (75% of them historically disadvantaged) and 1 000 transactions supported to the value of R450-million over the four-year life of the project.

In addition to these six programmes, the BT also turned its attention towards the two most obvious impediments to rapid tourism growth, namely high crime in the cities (a factor that was also impeding investment and job creation generally) and malaria in the north-eastern parts of the country. 

Malaria control in the Lubombo Spatial Development Region involved cooperation not only between the provinces of KwaZulu-Natal and Mpumalanga, but also extended internationally to Swaziland and Mozambique. The BT programme, administered by the Medical Research Council as its strategic partner, aimed to train 55 sprayers who would spray 35 000 structures in an expanded malaria control programme. This would reduce the prevalence of malaria immediately and increase the flow of tourists into the area, which in turn would encourage increased tourism-related investment over the next five years. In its early stages, the programme was dogged by the discovery of a spray-resistant mosquito in southern Mozambique as well as by the extensive flooding in the region, especially in Mozambique, in 2000.

Nonetheless, by the end of BT support (which closed in 2004 and finally amounted to R18,5-million) no less than 538 000 structures had been sprayed, with some 944 sprayers having been trained. This led to huge reductions in the incidence of Malaria: 75% in Mpumalanga, 96% in KwaZulu-Natal, 86% in southern Mozambique and 91% in Swaziland. 
As a result, new tourism investments, most notably in accommodation, amounted to R432-million and nearly 1 000 permanent new jobs were created. Most notable perhaps was the additional funding (R95-million, mainly from the South African government and the Global Fund) that the original BT investment was able to leverage.

This ability to generate additional funding by using the BT contribution as seed funding was a characteristic of the BT’s operation throughout its five-year life. It will be remembered that the original BT target was to raise and spend R1-billion in five years. In fact, the Trust raised R807-million, a total that grew to just over a billion through judicious investments. The hope had been to leverage a further 30% from other sources. The actual figure was that the BT billion achieved a gearing rate (defined as total funds spent by projects over BT funds spent) of 233%. In other words, an additional R1,33-billion was generated thanks to BT activity. The administrative costs of running the BT amounted to less than 3% of the total contract value.

All in all, the most significant of the BT’s achievements (see the separate sections on Colleges Collaboration Fund and Business Against Crime for the specific achievements in these areas) can be listed as follows:

· Tourism training: The aim was to provide 10 000 learnerships, 80% of which were to be reserved for unemployed youth. The actual outcome resulted in the training of more than 20 000 people, including 3 600 unemployed.

· Enterprise support:  A target to assist of 1 000 enterprises (75% of them historically disadvantaged) was set and 1 000 transactions supported to the value of R450-million. The actual total was 2 000 enterprises (more than 1 000 of which were historically disadvantaged) undertaking work to the value of more than R1-billion, thereby creating over 16 000 jobs.

· Primary reading programme: The target was to reduce the primary school repeater rate by 50% by providing additional training to more than 12 000 educators and by equipping 1 000 selected schools with appropriate reading material, thus improving the literacy skills of one million learners. The actual achievement was equipping just under 900 schools, training 13 164 educators, and improving the literary skills of 875 000 learners. Through these interventions, the repeater rate was reduced by 30% in the targeted schools.

· Quality Learning Project: The target was to improve the language and mathematics skills of secondary school learners by 10%, through concentrating on 18 district educational offices and 450 schools. It was envisaged that in-service training for 3 500 district officials and 15 000 educators would be provided along with the supply of district and school level development plans. The actual achievement realised, resulted in training for 3 760 district officials and 16 836 educators, while 17 district and 524 school development plans were produced. The mathematics pass rate in the target schools improved from 27% to 51% and the general grade 12 pass rates from 56% to 74% over the four year duration of the project.

Finally, together with the establishment of the BT, a consultative body was established as an informal mechanism to interact with President Mbeki and build trust and co-operative relationships between senior business leaders and senior government ministers. The President eventually incorporated this body as the Big Business Working Group (BBWG). 

The BBWG, which meets a few times annually, affords the President, National Government and business leaders the opportunity to: 
· Discuss issues of national importance in an atmosphere of mutual trust, 
· Develop a shared analysis of the challenges facing the country and build a common commitment to addressing these issues.  
The support and secretariat services to the BBWG dialogues with the President have been provided by Theuns Eloff and André Fourie, as the CEO’s of the NBI.  This fulfils a further important dimension of the NBI’s contribution in that it builds relationships between the public and private sectors, whilst simultaneously improving the quality of the debate.

In the BT Review, published towards the end of 2004, President Thabo Mbeki endorsed the value of these linkages. “The results of the partnership between business and government demonstrate our ability to succeed when we unite in our pursuit of common goals. This experience has led us to encourage the BT to continue the work it has started. We have agreed that the Trust will redouble its efforts to support reconciliation, reconstruction, development and growth by building partnerships that help to create jobs, build capacity and enhance trust.”

Thus the second phase of the BT was born. This time around, using the same mechanisms, the aim is to raise R500-million over five years, and deploy it in three directions, namely: 
· To expand the enterprise development programme used so successfully in the tourism sector;

· To assist government to implement the Expanded Public Works Programme; and
· To become involved in ensuring that the most depressed communities in South Africa are not excluded from the benefits of the national growth and development effort.

As the managing agency for five years, the NBI is obviously proud of the success of the BT. It can justifiably take considerable credit for the impact and success of a vital business intervention in employment creation and education improvement.  What began as a “once-off, extra-ordinary intervention” resulted in the award of a fresh mandate by government and business. True to its role as an innovator and catalyst, the NBI concluded that the time had come to consider establishing the BT as a separate and independent legal entity. This was accepted by the Trustees of the BT and thus a new and exciting organisation was established to further the partnership between the public and private sectors in South Africa. 

Colleges Collaboration Fund

Comprehensive NBI research in the late 1990s into the further education and training (FET) sector - that band of education comprising levels 2 to 4 in the National Qualifications Framework – had highlighted the important but neglected state of the FET colleges and their role in intermediate and higher-level skills development. Over the past eight years, the NBI’s contribution to the nation’s depressed and low-status technical colleges, has been pivotal to a sector that should materially contribute to the skills base, employment situation and rate of economic growth in South Africa.

In 1999, the R85-million Colleges Collaboration Fund (CCF) was established. This effectively resulted in the NBI’s work being translated from policy research to real, constructive action - and ultimately to the overhaul of the colleges themselves. Funding came from the BT, and the aim of the CCF project was to increase college enrolments and the employability of graduates. It was envisaged that this would be achieved by rationalising the sector as a whole, by improving the skills and status of college management teams, and by forging links with industry.

In concrete terms, the main targets set were to increase college enrolments from 

250 000 to 400 000, to ensure that 65% of college graduates found jobs within six months, and to train 600 senior college managers and 1 000 middle managers. 
Glen Fisher, who had become director of Edupol in 1997, led his team in a comprehensive situational analysis of the entire FET colleges sector. Information from this was fed into the work of a National Landscape Task Team on which the NBI had representation, established by the Minister of Education. The information formed the basis for the development of a national plan for the sector and strategic development plans for all nine provinces and all FET colleges. The recommendations flowing from these processes were accepted both by the education departments and the colleges themselves.

The system-wide transformation of the FET sector was symbolised by the 152 existing colleges being rationalised into 50 new consolidated colleges. More than 

3 180 college governors and managers were trained and college enrolments increased from 250 000 to over 400 000 during the life of the CCF. Via the means of a partnership with the British Council, almost 100 college middle managers were sent on a three-month professional internship to Further Education Colleges in the United Kingdom. By 2002, an audit showed that there were 1852 partnership projects involving colleges, just over 50% of which were with business and industry. The profile of the colleges sector was also raised through national conventions, publications, the CCF website linked to that of the Department of Education, and the FET college sector featured prominently in President Mbeki’s 2004 and 2005 State of the Nation addresses to parliament.

The NBI/BT inspired reforms that took place were conducted within the old funding framework that had been substantially criticised in the original Edupol FET policy research documents. However, by the end of the BT’s funding involvement in the CCF in 2004, broad agreement had been reached on the need for a new funding framework to support the overall transformation of the sector, and early in 2005 government announced a R1,5 billion recapitalisation strategy for the colleges sector.


Other areas that have been identified as requiring on-going attention are:

· Radical new programme and syllabus design and delivery;

· An employment and professional development policy for educators and lecturers that recognises the distinctiveness of the sector;

· Improved learner support; and
· More partnerships between the colleges and business and industry as the end users of college graduates.

“Moving forward with this agenda does not require major additional resources, but it will require focus and dedication,” stated the CCF’s Project Completion Report compiled in 2004. To which the NBI’s Fisher adds: “To succeed, the FET sector must be an open system, fully engaged with the economy and society. There can be no doubt that the success of all our envisaged reforms will be dependent on the extent of business buy-in.” To this effect, the NBI in the closing phases of the CCF began to develop an innovative new College Industry Partnerships initiative, aimed at building mutually beneficial and sustainable partnerships between colleges and the private sector. This very promising initiative is discussed in more detail below.

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
As it has evolved, the NBI has moved beyond the idea simply of assisting the government. In line with changing local and international business environments, the NBI has adjusted its responses accordingly and moved beyond the concepts of business philanthropy and corporate social investment to present an argument for business to regard its position as a significant player in the society in which it operates, as a strategic imperative. It is due to this evolution towards an increasingly independent, business-led role that the NBI portfolio looks somewhat different at the end of the decade to how it appeared at the beginning.

Education - at both school and further education and training (FET - technical college) level - remains a pivotal focus - as does economic development, with specific interventions in support of small enterprise development and private public partnerships (PPPs). An important new emphasis on sustainable development as a basis for all of the NBI’s work as well as a set of specific environmental concerns, has been added since the early 2000s.  

A clearer understanding of the NBI approach in the middle 2000s, can be gained from the King Commission Report and the concept of “triple bottom line” reporting for businesses. Added to the traditional bottom line of profitability are very real concerns relating to the impact of businesses upon the prosperity and development of the social and the physical environments in which they operate.  Aligned with the idea of   prosperity is the NBI run Economic Growth and Equity Unit. From a social aspect, the two major education programmes provide important inputs. In promoting the concept of corporate citizenship and environmental awareness, the Sustainable Futures Unit is steadily increasing its reach. Stemming from all three of these portfolios is the overriding NBI concern for sustainable development and the strengthening and enriching of the role of business leadership and the private sector in creating a thriving South African society.

But before looking in more detail at the NBI’s three mature-phase portfolios, what does this highly versatile organisation actually look like on paper, and how does it work?

For a start, membership has remained remarkably stable. From the original 80 participating companies in 1995, membership has settled at around 140 member companies a decade later. From this base, a main Board of 40 directors is drawn. The Executive Committee comprises the chairman of the board (Mike Rosholt since inception), eleven external directors, plus the chief executive (Theuns Eloff until 2001, followed by André Fourie). In addition to these basic governance structures, the NBI operates Provincial Boards in KwaZulu-Natal (under the chairmanship of Tony Ardington) and the Western Cape (chairman, Clive Hirschsohn), as well as specialist or advisory committees relating to the NBI’s fields of specific interest.

Profile: André Fourie: Current CEO of the NBI

Fourie has been a director of the organisation since 1995.  His previous responsibilities included managing the effective governance and public private partnership units. Under his leadership the NBI became the regional partner of the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD).  In his roles as founding Managing Director of Business Against Crime (BAC), Deputy Executive Director of the Consultative Business Movement (CBM) and Executive Director of the Business Election Fund, he has played an active part in the most prominent collective corporate efforts to support the political transition and contribute to sustainable development in South Africa.  

Fourie is passionate about exploring the broader role of business in society, particularly in relation to promoting responsible business leadership and good corporate citizenship. 
His academic qualifications include BA Hons (Political Science), MA (International Politics) and an MBA (Oxford Brookes University). He serves on the board of the International Marketing Council of South Africa, is a trustee of the Worldwide Fund for Nature / WWF South Africa. He is also a member of the National Environmental Advisory Forum to the Minister of Environmental Affairs and Tourism.  In addition, he   serves as secretary to President Mbeki’s Big Business Working Group, - an informal group of the country’s 20 leading business leaders that meets with the President to exchange opinions and discuss the economic future of the country. 

Towards the end of the NBI’s first decade, two additional committees were installed.
· A Remuneration Committee that reviews staff performance and remuneration;

· An Audit Committee consisting of a small group of senior individuals from appropriate member companies such as PricewaterhouseCoopers, ABSA Bank and the Banking Association of South Africa. 

“The costs of operating the NBI have remained stable,” says Kris Durman, director of corporate services. “After the first full year of operation that ended on 31 March 1996, income from members amounted to R9,3-million, with a further R915 000 coming from project cost-recovery and sundry income, including interest. This yielded a total income of just over R10-million. By the end of the 2002/3 financial year, membership fees had risen marginally to R10,5-million, with a further R9-million being recovered from project costs, providing a total income of R19,5-million. This included the administration fee for providing the management services to the BT, which was done on a cost recovery basis.”

The number of staff employed has also changed little. By the end of its first year of operation, the NBI had a staff of just over 50. In 2004, the staff complement was no bulkier. Indeed, after the BT was hived off, total staff numbers at the NBI fell to just below 40.

NBI employees are well looked after: an employee wellness programme provides legal, financial, health, HIV/Aids, rape and general counselling. Equity and empowerment targets are being met: 80% of NBI staff are women and 40% are black African. In fact, taking black to mean all those who are not white, the percentage rises to 60%. Workshops are held regularly to entrench the NBI brand and connect the staff as a cohesive, effective team. Furthermore, the NBI considers itself to be a learning organisation and supports ongoing training of its staff as a key part of the organisation’s strategy.

Time now to look at some of the project work this staff is doing, particularly in the three main areas of NBI operation: economic growth, social development, and ecological balance.
Economic Growth and Equity

As we have seen, the NBI took its expertise in SMME initiation onto the national stage with the introduction in 2000 of the annual EnterPrize Business Plan Competition. Through this popular intervention, which was started in partnership with Mckinsey & Company, good entrepreneurial ideas were linked with business expertise and acumen from both non- NBI and member companies. The most innovative business plans were rewarded with venture capital so that they could be implemented. During the four-year life of the competition, which aimed to increase access to capital and spur sustainable growth of job opportunities in the country, some remarkable results were achieved.

· A total of 2 588 business-plan entries were submitted; 
· 780 entering teams received free and intensive coaching from private sector companies, approximately 50% of which were NBI members;

· The specially designed instructional Business Plan Handbook was distributed to more than 5 000 interested people;

· 2 792 jobs were created, providing an annual average of just under 700 jobs of which 70% came from new businesses being launched through the EnterPrize Business Plan competition;

· 52% of those leveraging the resources to start their own businesses were younger than 35 years.

· The competition received sponsorship support on an annual basis from approximately 15 companies.  Telkom and Eskom were the major sponsors in the first three years and last year respectively; and 
· R13,3-million (excluding prize money) was invested into new and expanding business during the life of the competition.

From these successes, the NBI realised that one of its key strengths is the expertise that emanates from its member companies and business in general. It was through this recognition that the idea of mobilising groups of mentors from these companies was born. In early 2004, the NBI introduced its Youth Mentorship Programme in partnership with the Nations Trust, which tapped into existing business expertise. A special emphasis was placed on those sectors of that are the most marginalised and as a result, the NBI project found itself dealing exclusively with young black entrepreneurs. More than 200 mentors from established business will soon be recruited to volunteer three hours a month over 12 months. Small businesses have already been supported in the fields of clothing and other manufacturing, retail and telecommunications (internet cafes), as well as catering and cleaning.

Significantly, most of these business opportunities are a result of private-sector unbundling of non-core activities and also private sector need.  In this way, the business contribution to growing economic opportunities for young black entrepreneurs is two-pronged: first, the basic business opportunity is created; second, expert mentors guide the participating entrepreneurs towards the maximisation of their chosen business opportunity.

Mention has already been made of the NBI’s involvement as managing agent for the North West Province’s R12-million Millennium Development Fund. This was aimed at the support of micro-businesses and SMEs in the province, with a particular focus on youth, women and the disabled. Under the guidance of the NBI, three projects were initiated with the funding available.

· Nkwe Micro Finance made start-up funding available to small entrepreneurs.

· The Platinum Jewellery Beneficiation Project provided a focus to specialist small enterprises; and 
· Marang, a business development support company, offered contractor and general development services to small businesses in North West Province.

The success of Marang is noteworthy. With professional engineers, small business trainers and business consultants available to it, the aim was to register and train 41 SMME contractors in the first 24 months of its existence. In fact, by early 2004, 92 SMMEs had been registered, 25 of which were run by youth and a further 21 by women. Some of the major contracts won for its clients include the building of a restaurant for the North West Parks Board, upgrading a district road, and building toilet blocks at Zeerust. Training has also been a prominent item on the Marang agenda – with 17 courses to more than 200 SMME contractors - with at least 10 two-day courses planned for the 2004/5 financial year.

Xolile Caga who is the leader of the NBI’s Economic Growth and Equity Unit, remarks: “The involvement of existing business - its resources and its expertise - in creating and supporting new business among those previously excluded from the economy is going to be increasingly important in the years ahead. It’s a formula that definitely works. Established business will no longer be able to get by simply by being good neighbours to their local constituencies. They will increasingly be seeking to become enabling partners who are sensitive to the aspirations of others - and who understand the benefits of creating a more complex and interconnected business environment.”  

In addition to the Marang project, the innovative Djadji Platinum Jewellery range was launched in 2005 to promote platinum beneficiation in the country.  Driven by the Platinum Jewellery Trust of South Africa, the project has both commercial and developmental objectives.

Education

Education has been one of the NBI’s strongest focus areas since inception. Particularly long-lived has been the Education Quality Improvement Programme (EQUIP) that deals with quality improvements in schools, and the work done within the further education and training colleges (FET) sector.

Since inception, EQUIP has engaged with over 350 schools and delivered positive outcomes that have raised the quality of schooling for over 300 000 learners. It has been supported by at least 40 NBI member companies and other foundations to the value of over R40 million. Both business and the Education Department are able to attest to improvements in many of the EQUIP schools, through better infrastructure, greater school attendance, enhanced leadership and management capabilities and improved learner performance

“The original concept of EQUIP was that it would be developed as a model for school quality improvement which government might seek to replicate,” explained Valerie Geen who heads up EQUIP in the NBI’s national office; “While there have been a number of lessons learnt and shared with the Department of Education, EQUIP has evolved into seeing itself now as a framework through which business and government can engage with each other in supporting the improvement of the quality of schooling for the benefit of both.”

While Geen acknowledges that government has made great strides in addressing the country’s educational challenges there is still much to be done towards aligning educational performance with South Africa’s social and economic requirements and improving the country’s competitiveness. 

Why should business become involved? The answers range from the general need for educational redress (via corporate citizenship) to the demand in the labour market for appropriate and employable skills. Often these needs and demands from individual companies are highly localised. So how could the NBI mesh these local needs with the national imperative of improved school quality countrywide? Not infrequently have companies paid special attention to schools in their areas of operation. But sometimes the NBI has been able to channel company-specific inputs into improved educator education and motivation at the national level.

A good example of this approach has been provided by Engen’s investment in EQUIP over the past four years. Over and above supporting ten schools in the EQUIP programme in the Western Cape, this major energy company has invested significantly in EQUIP’s  Professional Development Programme, offering 220 maths and science educators from EQUIP schools across KwaZulu-Natal, Western Cape and Gauteng the opportunity to gain an Advanced Certificate in Education. A particular strength of this programme is its combination of school-based support of educators, through the wider EQUIP initiative, with university-based training. Following the success of the initial programme, a further 200 educators are being supported by NBI member companies through the three-year part-time maths and science programmes on offer at the universities of Cape Town, Wits, and KwaZulu-Natal, UNISA and Port Elizabeth. 

The question arises as to whether the NBI should increase its EQUIP endeavours. Whilst the temptation to take on more and more schools is considerable, the NBI remains mindful that its role must be aligned with its vision; and consequently ensure that the part it plays remains catalytic. 
“Our focus,” said Geen, “must be on deepening our dialogue with education departments at all levels. There is a growing need for dialogue and collaboration on both sides to maximise the value add of business and to ensure that such partnerships work towards the benefit of society and our economy.”

The NBI’s endeavours in the field of further education and training (FET) continue. As has already been shown, more partnerships between the FET colleges and business and industry as the end users of college graduates need to be established. Business buy-in to the revamped college system is crucial to the long-term success of the sector. In pursuance of this, by early 2003 a new project had been launched through the NBI called College-Industry Partnerships (CIP).  According to Marianne Scott, the director responsible for the partnerships initiative, the CIP “encourages business leaders and companies to get involved in shaping the FET system by forging mutually beneficial and sustainable relationships between the business community and the new FET colleges”.

Aided by the work of the Colleges Collaboration Fund, which was noted earlier, the colleges sector has made significant strides over the past five years. Examples of good practice, and of strong relationships between individual colleges and companies, are plentiful. However, more can be done to assist the colleges sector as a whole to understand and respond to the needs of employers; and companies can act collectively and strategically to influence and support the development of the colleges sector in a positive way. 

Accordingly, the CIP offers employers, colleges and the education departments a flexible framework that can be customised to meet the particular needs and situations of the partners. The key is to ensure that colleges provide relevant, high quality education and training programmes to meet the needs of employers and the economy. “If programmes do not meet the needs of employers,” Scott explains, “learners will not get jobs, and companies will not support the colleges. Everybody loses.”

In addition, the CIP aims to generate knowledge and tools to identify and disseminate good practice, to inform policy and decision-making across the colleges sector, and to provide information and analysis to support business’s engagement with the colleges.

The good news is that business is beginning to respond. A Mining Partnership has been established with the three major gold mining companies, and other mining sectors are being drawn in through the Chamber of Mines. In a major step forward, colleges and the Chamber have established a formal College-Industry Forum to discuss matters of common concern on an ongoing basis. Similarly, the five largest members of the South African Iron and Steel Institute have signed up with the FET colleges in their geographical areas, and five leading construction companies have also indicated their interest.

The bottom line for business is that if it does not become involved, skills development will lag behind workplace demand. Poor training and lack of skills hinders productivity and competitiveness, and is a barrier to the attainment of government’s 6% economic growth target. Already severe, the pressure will begin to be felt all the more seriously as major new government infrastructure developments enter the pipeline.

The government also has a great deal to gain. “We believe,” said Minister Pandor in May 2004, “that much success can be achieved through partnerships with business. Colleges need to be funded and developed in a manner that will allow them to provide both skills upgrade programmes as well as leading-edge programmes that answer to the challenge of supplying the critical scarce-skills needs of South Africa. We are currently in discussion with the business community ... and we will also encourage colleges themselves to identify local businesses that could become partners.”

It should be abundantly clear that business has played a major role over the past ten years in the design and execution of what promises to be a world-class college sector - and the benefits to business itself are going to be enormous.

Sustainable Futures

In 2002, the NBI began talking about a “formal corporate citizen focus”. Given its membership base, access to business leaders and relationships with government, the NBI was well positioned to move in this direction. A series of seminars and publications followed, concentrating on topics such as “triple bottom line reporting”, “global corporate citizenship” and “socially responsible investment”. Leadership initiatives that the NBI supported included the University of KwaZulu-Natal’s Masters programme in Corporate Citizenship and Cambridge University’s Business and the Environment programme. 
The result of these activities was the establishment of the Sustainable Futures Unit (SFU) in 2003 to meet the growing need for NBI members to align themselves with the strategic imperatives of corporate citizenship and sustainable development, particularly in the environmental arena. By October of that year the NBI had joined the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) as the South African regional partner.

This development was marked by a keynote address by Sir Mark Moody-Stuart, Chairman of Anglo American plc in which he noted: “If every country had an organisation such as the NBI, business would be able to contribute more effectively to some of the problems of building governance and community that we see in so many countries around the world.”

This involvement with WBCSD has meant that sustainable development work undertaken in South Africa has been linked to large regional efforts around the world, ensuring a closer understanding of the interrelationship between developed and developing countries in the general arena of sustainable development.

“We’re seeing quite a shift in South African business perceptions,” said Charlotte Middleton who heads the SFU. “Until now, the tendency was for companies to see the sustainable development concept as philanthropic rather than a part of core business interests. But as we have globalised, so companies see the benefit of incorporating sustainable development into company strategy.  It makes business sense.”

These international links, together with the outcomes of the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in 2002, have put the NBI and the South African business community in touch with various international initiatives.  One such example is that of the annual thematic clusters of the UN-driven Commission on Sustainable Development. Cluster 14, which will take centre stage in 2006/7 will concentrate on energy for sustainable development, industrial development, air pollution and climate change.

Climate change, and the related areas of greenhouse gases and energy efficiency is high on the country’s agenda as South Africa is one of the world’s areas that will be hardest hit by global warming. The Department of Minerals and Energy has devised an Energy Efficiency Strategy. To ensure that industry works together with government on reaching the targets laid out in the strategy, the NBI has succeeded in fashioning a voluntary Energy Efficiency Accord that outlines targets and time-lines. This was signed on 4 May 2005 between the Department and 27 major companies and seven industry associations; and will be an important factor in South Africa gearing up for a post-Kyoto world and the targets that may have been imposed by then.

Getting signatories to the Accord is just the beginning.  In order for the Accord to be a contribution to the nation’s targets, business must work with government to develop baselines, reporting mechanisms, technical protocols and monitoring and evaluation criteria.  Inputs and facilitation from the NBI will be central to these processes.

The SFU has defined its role as being “to create a platform for partnerships, relationships and trust between business, government and other stakeholders, which lead to impacts on national and international objectives around sustainable development”. Up-to-date information and opinion is clearly of primary importance. To this end, the Unit is involved in several publications:

· The e-based weekly On a Clear Day, provides a round-up of sustainable development news.

· The BottomLine contains authored articles pertaining to sustainable development and a regular feature on an NBI member company’s work in the field.

· The Unit also co-edits publications such as the special African edition of the Journal of Corporate Citizenship.

As noted by the Sustainable Futures Unit strategy presentation to NBI management for 2005 and beyond; “By showing progress and sharing good practice in the field of sustainable development, a key area of which is the environment, South Africa places itself in good stead as a destination for investment and aid that will work towards a stable economy that benefits all.” 

In a country like South Africa, the focus is all too often on “development or bust”. The NBI’s view is that economic development, and particularly the drawing into the economic mainstream of the previously excluded, is an essential ingredient for sustaining South Africa’s young democracy. Some observers have however questioned whether this is contradicted by the NBI’s newer interest in sustainable development, which, with its focus on environmental protection, often serves as a rein on unbridled development and wealth creation.

Middleton’s response to this is that: “It is not a contradiction, but rather an indication of a more holistic approach and a sophisticated interplay between projects. Interventions are being made at different levels, and the opportunity for NBI programmes to leverage off each other, and thus to enrich and sharpen their responses, is increasing all the time,” she explains. Perhaps in this way South Africa will be spared from having to pay the dire environmental price of development-or-bust policies adopted by more than just a few countries in the Pacific Rim and elsewhere.

As Glen Fisher, the NBI’s current Senior Policy Executive, observes; “Our primary concerns are with poverty and the economy on one hand and with human development on the other. But you can’t address these issues in the long term unless you do so in a sustainable way. Therefore our focus on sustainable development is central. It is also strengthened by some very specific environmental issues confronting South Africa, such as energy, water, and the serious impact that climate change will have on economic sectors such as agriculture and tourism.”

As noted by Stuart Hart, writing for the Harvard Business Review: “Over the next decade or so, sustainable development will constitute one of the biggest opportunities in the history of commerce.” There is no doubt that the NBI will be right at the forefront to leverage the greatest possible advantages. 
THE NBI RATIONALE EXAMINED

The achievements of the NBI over the past ten years are incontestable. It has made impressive inroads on the areas of housing, education, economic growth, public sector capacity building, crime reduction and sustainable development; not forgetting its new focus on ecological balance.  With the investment in the NBI having produced measurable, substantial returns, there is no doubt that member companies have received exceptionally good value for money. At the heart of its considerable successes, lies the organisation’s fundamental capacity to adapt to changing circumstances by demonstrating the flexibility to deliver a creative response to an ever increasing array of new and complex challenges. 
According to an ancient Buddhist proverb; “If you want to know your past, examine your present conditions. If you want to know your future, examine your present actions.” Throughout its existence, the NBI has evidenced the foresight to see ahead. At the outset it was intended as a problem solver, serving as a think-tank and playing a facilitative role. It was envisaged that through its independence and mobility, the organisation would help to achieve consensus between the various actors, thereby driving the move towards common goals and sustained business involvement in the task of developing South Africa. It was additionally entrusted with the task of identifying obstacles to and opportunities for socio-economic and democratic development, through research, the formulation of policy proposals, and the facilitation of partnerships that would result in the delivery of concrete initiatives.

 “The NBI is a leading example of the unprecedented contribution of the business sector to democracy, peace and socio-economic development in South Africa”, says NBI CEO, André Fourie. At this point in time however, Fourie believes there is a need to rethink the role of the private sector.

It is essential for the NBI to help business develop responses to new and increased stakeholder expectations, the growing sophistication and power of civil society, the implications of the recognition of an increase in the relative power of the private sector and the challenges to corporate reputation. Growing demands relating to the roles and responsibilities of companies in society are a major driving force of the changed global business landscape, together with increased understanding of the implications of environmental challenges. 

“There are concerns confronting business today, in the middle of the first decade of the 21st century which were hardly on the agenda ten years ago,” explains Glen Fisher. “Issues such as the environment, human rights, and sustainable socio-economic development that go far beyond the idea of philanthropy. It is becoming imperative that these issues are not neatly shelved in corporate social investment departments but are brought fully into the boardroom.”

The NBI is well equipped to assist with this crucially important process, not least because the organisation recognises the position of South Africa in a rapidly changing world.

“South Africa’s unique blend of developed and developing characteristics places it in a pivotal position,” Fisher adds. “We share the global concerns that have pushed their way into the front of the international consciousness over the past ten years. We understand the challenges confronting the developed world, but we are also powerfully placed to speak from the perspective of the developing world, and particularly from Africa.”

In the light of these comments, it is revealing to look more closely at the market position that the NBI currently holds. Gone is the precautionary and philanthropic tone that characterised the organisation’s purpose ten years ago. Today it is replaced by a set of far broader concerns.

· Its overarching VISION is to contribute to South Africa as a thriving society in which a market economy functions to the benefit of all.

· Its MISSION is to enhance the business contribution to sustainable growth and development in the country.

· And its GOAL is to ensure that South Africa is acclaimed as one of the great places in the world in which to live, to learn, to work, and to do business.

Interestingly, the self-image arising from this composite position hasn’t changed much. The NBI is still an independent, voluntary business coalition of leading South African businesses. This coalition is concerned with mobilising business leadership and corporate support, by facilitating critical social dialogue, and through the implementation of strategic projects backed by independent policy analysis and research to reach its goals.

In practice, this means a careful focus of business resources into those areas that business is best equipped to influence. Bearing this principle in mind, the NBI has identified the following priorities among the key sustainable development challenges that South Africa faces:

· Poverty reduction, employment creation, economic growth.

· Human development through education and skills training

· Ecological balance, so that the scarce resources available to the present generation are also available to the next. 

Why should business support such an organisation or the activities in which it is engaged? The argument presented by NBI Director of Membership and Marketing, Gillian Hutchings, makes the answer straightforward: “Since business has important economic, social and environmental impacts, it is a powerful force in society - whether it recognises this reality or not.  The NBI aims to mobilise the resources and leadership of the private sector for maximum positive benefit. Successful and sustainable businesses understand and influence positively the environments and social contexts in which they operate because in this way they contribute to a thriving and inclusive democracy while creating the conditions for long-term business success.”

“South Africa is a proud, new, outward-looking African nation,” adds Fourie, “and our peaceful transition from apartheid to a modern democracy is an inspiration to all.  But to fully secure our future, South Africans must completely overcome the legacy of apartheid – as it is still painfully visible in many socio-economic fields. South Africans must work to secure and protect the foundations for long-term sustainable growth and development. The role of business – and of the NBI - in this process can never be under-estimated.”

It is the continued existence of stark socio-economic disparities that lends most urgency to the logic of business involvement. South Africans need to keep reminding themselves that they live in a society that can appropriately be likened to a double-edged sword. On one side there is unbelievable opportunity, not only in South Africa itself but also arsing from using the country as a stepping-stone into the rest of the continent. Conversely, there are also a number of harsh and inescapable realities, which South Africans cannot selectively ignore. They need to remember that half of their compatriots go to bed hungry, three out of ten are unemployed, and one in ten is dying of Aids. For custodians of capital here, the obligation from a purely business point of view must be to ask what is going to happen in South Africa in the decades to come? If business people take their custodianship seriously, if they wish to secure an environment in which companies can continue to do business, and business is accepted as a positive force in society, more than simply taking cognisance of the darker side of the double-edged sword, they have to actively demonstrate the commitment to take the required constructive action.

Corporate strategy and operations are increasingly shaped by the recognition that business cannot separate itself from the wider social contexts in which it operates. This is especially so in South Africa, where visionary business leaders have long led the way in recognising and responding to the particular responsibilities and challenges posed by our history, and in doing so, they have played a vital role in shaping a better future for all.

As the NBI has shown, the private sector can help to enhance the quality of life in society, not only through the efforts of companies and individuals, but through partnerships and collective action. Better education, improved housing, more skilled employees, more developed local communities and reduced crime and violence will contribute to a reduction in both the cost and risk of doing business - thus strengthening the competitiveness of individual corporations and the sustainability of the broader society.  That in a nutshell is what makes the change-sensitive NBI of today so valuable to South Africa business – now and in the future.
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