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Business and apartheid

South Africa has a particular history of apartheid or form of racial capitalism, which systematically exploited people, individually and collectively. The TRC found that business was central to the economy that sustained the state during apartheid. The church agency ESSER (Ecumenical Service for Socio-Economic Transformation) has argued that there were perpetrators and victims, beneficiaries and victims and that a distinction had to be made between the two. Apartheid was not divorced from economics and the way business operated. 


Although the TRC was not about Justice or remorse, or even about truth and reconciliation, as it was a political compromise, the TRC found that Business was central to the economy that sustained the South African State during the apartheid years. The TRC was about gross human right abuses committed by individuals and was not about the effects of white controlled business on society and how this contributed towards poverty. Certainly businesses, especially the mining industry, were involved in helping to design and implement apartheid policies. Other business benefited from co-operating with the security structures of the former state. Most businesses benefited by operating in a racially structured context.
 

 In paragraphs 161 to 167, the TRC finds that trade union rights were denied to black workers and that often in conjunction with the state, business committed gross human right abuses against trade unions. (I myself was a trade unionist at the time and can vouch for the way business functioned. Apartheid in the workplace was rife and involved hard struggles that were met with great resistance by management.) The mining industry not only benefited through low pay to black workers, but also through lax health and safety standards. Likewise the white agriculture industry benefited from its privileged access to land and failed to provide adequate facilities and services for employees and their dependents.

The TRC also made some recommendations in paragraph 159 and 160, by suggesting ‘that there is no doubt that business could and should play an enormously creative role in the development of new reconstruction and development programmes’. And ‘that an alarming gap exists between rich and poor in South Africa. This is aggravated by the fact wealth and poverty is largely defined in racial terms’. The TRC says that ‘perpetuation of the gap, indeed its possible widening in a pressured economic environment is a very real threat to peace and stability. It is in the interest of the private and public sector alike to ensure that this situation is redressed. Emphasis is stressed that 60 percent of the South African population is impoverished and that in this climate there is no possibility of meaningful economic growth or national stability.

‘If we look at the inequalities and poverty in SA in their proper context and take the structural and /or systemic exploitation of the apartheid system (broadly defined) over a period of a 100 years into account, then the removal of these extreme inequalities and the abject poverty is not only an issue of redistribution (to maintain peace and stability), but it becomes a more pressing matter of restoration of social justice through the necessary systemic reform and reconstruction. The transformation process will be meaningless if the damage of colonial plundering during not only this century but also in the previous two is not undone. This is the only way to create a new society in say 20 or 30 years time’.

The above statement by ESSET is backed up by the TRC when it says that ‘Greater knowledge and a better understanding of the systemic injustices- that have been part and parcel of the SA system for at least 100 years- are necessary to succeed with a programme of white education about the true nature of 20th century events, something highly needed en route towards a durable reconciliation. With this understanding it will be very difficult for whites and particular business people to make the necessary repentance to adequately address the past. Sacrifices will have to be made by the white business community to make the necessary amends through their own conversion to truth, to bring about social stability, which in turn is a precondition to economic growth and job creation. The argument is what comes first the chicken or the egg – growth or redistribution?

I will pay scant attention to some of the business input to the TRC as this input was of a defensive nature, arguing that business suffered due to lack of skills and that apartheid increased the cost of doing business. This was only true from 1974 onwards and only in some respects, perhaps when it came to skills. Anyhow when business argued the cost argument, many commentators felt that this might not have to do with apartheid directly, but with the mass struggles that were taking place in the 70s and 80s and that this exerted pressure and the increased the cost of doing business. Even although business at the TRC hearing stated that they had been opposed to apartheid, at the time of apartheid the business community was very quiet. And if this was true as Prof S. J Terreblanche argues, why did business not openly oppose apartheid? 

The crux of the matter, which cannot go ignored, is that the economic system was systematically linked to the political system of the day. The political system allowed for the super exploitation of black workers, the payment of poverty wages, and the creation of super class of rich white people. It is not coincidental that South Africa has the second highest gaps between the rich and poor in the world.

A systematic analysis SA history would reveal, as clear as day light, racial capitalism and white supremacy were created or institutionalized a white monopoly of both economic and political power was entrenched, and business and political powers were hand in hand to enrich themselves and impoverish black people except themselves.  The central point to grasp is that poverty and wealth are structurally linked.

The TRC looked at perpetrators and victims and not beneficiaries and victims. Had it done so, its findings might have been rather different. According to Mahmood Mamdani, perpetrators and victims are a small group and in contrast beneficiaries and victims and are the vast majority in society. In this regard one needs only to look around to see the glaring evidence for this. ‘White South Africa’ continues as before, grasping all economic power and having disproportionate influence in government circles.

Both Anglo America and the Chamber of Mines when giving evidence at the TRC refused to acknowledge their role in designing the migrant labour system and their complicity in apartheid, especially through low wages to black workers. The TRC found that both Anglo’s and the Chamber of Mines submissions were flawed. Perhaps had the term been wider and more time allocated, the truth would have emerged.

But just because the whole truth has not emerged through the TRC, makes it no less an imperative that the issues be addressed. Because of the limitation of the TRC process and jurisdiction, business managed to hop through the loop, as the TRC focused on gross human right violations, such as torture, murder and so on. The TRC found that apartheid was a crime against humanity. Business and those who were enriched by it cannot wash their hands of its results and pretend that nothing was wrong and walk away from it, as business is trying to do.

The beneficiaries of the criminal system of apartheid have a huge responsibility to rectify the evil consequences of apartheid practices.

The Bench Marks Foundation of Southern Africa for Corporate Social Responsibility recognizes the particular history from where we come and the impact of this history on the majority of people.

We believe that while CSR should add value to the way business operates, but it is imperative that the past be addressed. To address the past needs recognition of by white business on how they benefited, and to admit to the super exploitation of black people, especially workers and to spell out the nature of this exploitation is important to addressing CSR. If we do not acknowledge where we come from, then how are we going to know where we are going? To acknowledge past discriminatory and exploitative practices by business allows an openness to creep into the debate. By acknowledging past errors, allows for more meaningful social responsibility efforts by business. If this is not done, we can expect many law suits, and allow for golden opportunities to be by-pass.  

CSR needs to be redistributing in nature. This redistribution must come from what is already here. SA has an abundance of wealth that needs to be redistributed. The TRC recommendation on a wealth tax could be the first step in the right direction. But to do this will require education of whites and in particular white business. Thus land, wages, housing, skills, education, are crucial areas that need to be addressed.

It must be remembered that just like we could not have normal sport in an abnormal society, so to do we not have normal business. By not accepting this truth, business stands a chance of missing out on opportunities to really make amends, and opportunities to develop their staff and ways of working that will be far more advantageous to their business and society and the economy in general. By acknowledging the truth, business will unleash untold benefits, innovation and creativity.  We need to address the past while building for the future.

Globalisation and the growing income divide between rich and poor, or the gini coefficient should further inform the business case for sustainable development.

In this regard, the following should be addressed:

· The tendency of business to sack people in the name of efficiency, called downsizing or rightsizing or restructuring, with the end result of people that are left, working harder, faster and longer hours. Alternatively, restructuring should consider employment levels in the country, the effects of retrenchments on the economy, measured in consumer buying power, and on local communities and families.

·  Also, Clem Sunter and Wayne Visser point out in their book, ‘Beyond Reasonable Greed: Why Sustainable development is a Much Better Idea’, that corporation retrenches in the name of efficiency, using impersonal consultants. They rationalize that companies are pawns on the check board of the economy, the international markets, the share holders, the budget, the performance appraisal form, or the corporate bonus system, and then top management dish out pain to others and go on to accept a healthy salary increase and additional perks. 

· Thus the competitive nature of doing business, or the present model based on fierce and relentless competition at any cost, leading to misery and deprivation and further exclusion needs to be addressed. Cooperative relations based on the interdependence of people and the environment needs to inform competitive behaviour. Rising poverty levels and environmental degradation will not allow for sustainable development practices. Thus it is not what is said, but company’s actions that will be measured.

· Sustainable development needs a new value system based on inclusion, democratic participation of all stakeholders, and financial and other business strategic decisions need to first and foremost consider what benefits corporation bring to society as a whole. Thus more equitable distribution of benefits is needed. This means how business can contribute towards community up-liftmen programmes that are inked to core of the companies business. How benefits are spread, and very important is that of wages versus salaries, especially that of CEO’s. 

· To have sustainable development peoples basic needs need to be met, such as food, clothing, shelter, warmth, love, affection, understanding and caring, participation and economic well-being, including work and participation in decision making on all issues that effect their economic well being and participation in decision making in work and at home (community).

· Bottom line results must take secondary emphasis, putting wages, employment levels and community needs first. Business must benefit society as a whole. If not, as the argument in Beyond Reasonable Greed goes, business will not be sustainable. Thus business must not be self-serving. For example, layoffs to serve interest of shareowners at the expense of local economic development that results in a drop in local consumer demand, more job loss, and increasing poverty. It must be remembered that in South African society, it is workers who support the unemployed. Thus while increasing profits at the expense of the general well being of society is not socially responsible. 

In summary, the businesses case for sustainable development lies in it acknowledgment of poverty, and the social effects of this as well as unemployment. If poverty and unemployment continue to grow, business will not survive. Social and environmental responsibility entails a spin off for society, which if ignored can only result in everyone being losers. Although this is likely in the short-term to increase business costs, in the long-term it will add value due to a more stable society being created with a more even spread of benefits.
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