	Industry stalls on BEE - Motlanthe

	Motor, metals and engineering lashed

	
By Ellis Mnyandu

Deputy President Kgalema Motlanthe criticised the automotive, metals and engineering industries yesterday, saying they had not done enough to spearheard transformation and open up their sectors to participation by historically disadvantaged South Africans.

Speaking at the opening ceremony for Volkswagen South Africa's (VWSA's) R230 million parts and accessories distribution centre in Centurion, Motlanthe said the automotive sector faced numerous challenges stemming from the past.

Despite good ongoing efforts, he said, there was a need to address the challenges as shared concerns in the overall development of the country.

The motor industry contributed more than a quarter of the manufacturing sector's gross domestic product (GDP).

"Industries of this magnitude should therefore lead the charge in the dynamic process toward meaningful economic transformation, which at the moment finds expression in government's policy of broad-based BEE," said Motlanthe.

BEE is short-hand for black economic empowerment, the name for the concerted push by the government to boost participation in the domestic economy by previously disadvantaged South Africans, the majority of whom are black. 

But the BEE process has been fraught with controversy ever since the Broad-based Black Economic Empowerment Act of 2003 was tabled, with some companies seeing the process as too onerous, while critics argue that it is benefiting just a few.

In the past five years major multinational players in the information and communication technology sector have resisted all attempts to persuade and cajole them to offer significant equity in their South African businesses, citing concerns over the control of intellectual property. 

Compromise deals saw the government back away from equity demands and settle for the companies focusing their efforts on transformation in the workplace, on procurement from BEE suppliers, and training of black employees.

To underscore his concerns about the pace of transformation, Motlanthe cited results of a study by the Corporate Strategy and Industrial Development (CSID) research unit based at the University of the Witwatersrand.

The study's findings "painted a less than rosy picture of broad-based BEE in the metals and engineering as well as the automotive industry", he said.

"We need to be thinking outside the box, so that more opportunities are created for black-owned enterprises to supply technical or core services or inputs to these companies."

The CSID study, according to Motlanthe, showed that fewer than 1 percent of the businesses in the metals, engineering and automotive industries were black-owned. 

He did not elaborate on what sort of steps the government would like to see pursued to boost black ownership in these industries.

The study showed a "disturbing trend" in terms of the demographics of the industry, in both the board membership responsible for critical decision making and the management levels, Motlanthe said. Another critical shortcoming highlighted by the study was a lack of training in critical or core skills for black workers.

"The other area that needs attention in terms of transformation is procurement from black-owned enterprises."

Motlanthe, who was accompanied at the VWSA event by Trade and Industry Minister Rob Davies, said he was confident that challenges to transformation could be overcome by working together. He urged the metals, engineering and automotive industries to engage with the unions to foster consultation and co-operation. 
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