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About 600 companies had applied for Microsoft's R500 million empowerment deal that would pump skills and finance into 10 local small and medium information technology companies over the next seven years, Microsoft SA said yesterday. 

In April, the multinational corporation launched its equity equivalence initiative and nationwide invitation to apply, in lieu of selling equity locally. The deal aims to assist small, black-owned software development companies grow into global companies by 2017. 

KPMG is overseeing the finalisation of a shortlist and names of the successful companies will be announced on August 31.

Thabo Masombuka, the director of broad-based black economic empowerment (BEE) partnerships at the Department of Trade and Industry said while the department had noticed an increase in the number of applications for its equity equivalent programme from the information communication and technology (ICT) sector, Hewlett-Packard and Microsoft were the only two applications approved so far. 

"The (equity equivalent programmes) present companies with an opportunity to roll out technical skills transfer at a massive scale. There is reason to believe that after the ICT sector charter has been gazetted, clarity and certainty will be provided to companies in the sector, which may also mark the commencement of the upswing in broad-based (BEE) deals," Masombuka said. 

The precise number of deals concluded recently is not available. However, he said trends showed that over the past three years an average of between 10 percent to 11 percent of the total number of BEE deals had taken place in the telecoms and technology sector. "On average it is estimated that deals in the ICT sector have been concluded on a scale of about four to five deals per annum." 

He said it was unclear as to how many of these deals were foreign. 

Also under the spotlight is transformation of black representantion in the advertising and communication industries. The Association of Advertising and Communication recently published figures recording total black representation at 41.6 percent last year, compared with 23.3 percent in 2008.

Top black management representation was 20 percent, a 13.1 percent jump from the previous year. Black professional representation climbed from 13.5 percent to 33.5 percent by last year. 

This week French firm Publicis Groupe, one of three large communication and advertising agencies globally, announced it had restructured its locally owned brands under one single umbrella Multi Media Services Group (MMS) to address the relevance of its own empowerment efforts in South Africa. 

MMS has been formed following Publicis Groupe's acquisition of the equity owned by various partners and the subsequent restructuring of this equity into a single empowerment partner across a larger group of brands. The deal is said to be the largest effort at empowerment in the marketing sector in the last five years. 

MMS-owned and operated agencies include Leo Burnett South Africa, Publicis South Africa, MS&L Group South Africa, Starcom MediaVest Group and Zenith Optimedia. 

Groovin Nchabeleng, the MMS chairman, said it remained a challenge to correct the imbalance of black management and involvement within agencies. "Efforts by agencies and their international principles to comply with score cards has resulted in a great disconnect between the letter of the law and spirit of the law," Nchabeleng said.
