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Where are we Now? 

It was Oscar Wilde who once said, “We are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the 
stars”. That was the sense I got while listening to the comments by panelists during the Foresight 
2014 Forum held at the Gordon Institute of Business Science (GIBS) last week. The expert panel 
included heavyweights such as; Clem Sunter, Dr Miriam Altman, Jay Naidoo, as well as Sim 
Tshabalala and Dr. Iraj Abedian. As these seers peered into the new year, the majority of 
observations centered around the drab economic situation in which the country finds itself. Some 
forthright criticisms were leveled at the powers  that be, especially by old-time activist Jay Naidoo, 
who said that ”South Africa is in desperate need of governance and leadership.” 

Clem Sunter reflected on the fact that, according to one analyst, more than 50% of humans ever 
to live, are alive on planet earth today. Not only this, but most births globally take place in Africa. 
This, he warned, constitutes a huge bulge of poorly educated youngsters with few prospects of 
affluence, and will likely lead to high levels of joblessness in years to come. What ought to be 
considered Africa’s favorable “population dividend”, is being squandered, Sunter argued. What is 
increasingly needed amongst young Africans, he explained, is “the ability to create jobs, not just 
get a job”. More importantly, he added, is that “the skills required to create jobs are different from 
those required to [merely] get a job”. As South Africans, he observed, we are doing very little to 
instill the entrepreneurial ingenuity required to see the emerging generation employed.!

The Economy

Zooming in on South Africa, Dr. Abedian eloquently described what he called the “self inflicted 
wounds” draining the economy, largely attributable to poor policy. These have led to a destruction 
of confidence, both domestically and from abroad, he urged. Furthermore, that more recently, we 
have entered into fiscal dangers relating to the budget deficit and import-export deficit, brought 
on by shrinking revenues and rising spending. Aggressive labour unrest and lingering 
unemployment have dampened productivity and cast a shadow over important industrial sectors 
[such as mining and manufacturing], and the recent capital dependence has become a great 
worry. In addition to already low levels of SME growth, Dr. Adebian observed, the South African 
economy is extremely consolidated - leaving little room for entrepreneurial innovation and stifling 
the capacity of SMEs to create jobs.!

But the story is not all gloomy. Sim Tshabalala observed that South Africa may ultimately enjoy 
the benefits of “living in a great neighborhood”, referring to the growth currently seen on the 
African continent. African trade, both with in Africa and beyond, is booming at greater rates than 
ever before seen in history. Not only that, but institutions are being strengthened both in Africa 
and in South Africa, Tshabalala urged. 

If South Africa is to ride the rising tide of a young population, Dr. Altman observed, we would need 
to accept and accommodate the new flexibility of today’s work environment. Companies are 
increasingly employing only core staff, and outsourcing peripheral functions. This point opened 
the door to some observations about the tumultuous landscape of labour relations in South 
Africa.!

Labour Relations 

Labour union leaders are caught in an old paradigm, argued Dr. Altman. Their perception of a 
normal “job” is set in the industrial era, and neglects the growing trend towards a service 
economy and the “service jobs” that it creates. Jay Naidoo forewarned that, at a more 
fundamental level, the collective bargaining system (which has been at the centre of our 
democratic process in South Africa) is “fraying at the edges”, saying that “we seriously need to 
think about the fact that the bedrock of our labour relations is coming undone”.!

South Africa was said to be sitting on a time-bomb. Naidoo observed that three service delivery 
protests take place daily, which is evidence of a widespread feeling of discontent among many 
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South Africans.  At the root, pleaded Naidoo, lies the fact that “...we are not adequately attuned to 
the aspirations of young Africans, and are not seeing to it that those aspirations are realized.” 

Another of the megatrends noted by Sunter was the “tendency towards self-radicalization” by 
religious and other extreme groups. Naidoo responded by saying this this too was fueled by a 
global trend towards an “insider vs. outsider” economic arrangement, where the marginalized are 
increasingly resorting to protest, to voice their frustrations about being excluded economically. 

Tshabalala expressed his view that the South African media tended to be overly negative, failing 
to provide a balanced critique of the good taking place in South Africa, alongside the bad. 
Tshabalala was again positive, continuing that there is in fact a deep and robust dialogue taking 
place in South Africa between the “haves”, the “have-nots”, and the decision makers who can 
affect change. 

The National Development Plan 

The National Development Plan (NDP) of the Presidency’s National Planning Commission featured 
strongly as a theme in the discussion.!

Dr Altman, a commissioner herself in the NPC, lamented the tendency of the media to highlight 
only a few voices that have been critical of the plan. She argued at length that the NDP was in 
fact the central policy document of the current administration, and had informed many policy 
documents subsequent to its formulation. She reiterated the fact that the NDP had been accepted 
by every formation in the country, including Parliament, and endorsed by parties from across the 
political spectrum. What surprised her most, she went on, was the reluctance of civil society 
(especially the unions) to use the NDP to hold government to account for the commitments the 
plan contains. 

A question from the audience highlighted the fact that there is uncertainty about how ordinary 
South Africans, and businesses in particular, are expected to engage with the NDP. More work 
needed to be done, Dr Altman accepted, in communicating the contents of the NDP and clarifying 
the roles of various national players. She said that, while the NDP was meant to bring the country 
together, it was being used as a lever to divide it. This, she felt, is the work of a few disgruntled 
individuals with misguided perceptions about the NDP’s contents, and fail to grasp its value. 

Perhaps the strongest views expressed came from Jay Naidoo. He pointed to the exploitive 
“culture of extraction” that seems to have gripped the private and public sector, and undermines 
the ability of the state to deliver to its citizens. Naidoo made the statement that, “South Africa 
needs to leverage our assets, with the needs of our people at the centre, to create a future we 
desire”. He pleaded again that South Africa needs the governance and leadership required to 
deliver on the promises made at the dawn of our democracy. 

To this Tshabalala added that we have not to date harnessed our natural resources effectively, 
such as the newfound gas and other reserves, that we have at our disposal. This, according to 
Tshabalala, is part of a larger problem of policy inconsistency in relation to the value-chain 
necessary, if the South Africa economy is two unleash its full potential. In some instances, he 
noted, particular government departments are at cross purposes with one another, and that while 
policies might be coherent internally, many had not been conceptional integrated in the macro 
frame of what the country actually needs. He did not specify which policies he was referring to. 
Business too, he said, needed to talk to one another about how they can aligned strategically to 
meet the overarching needs of the country. 

The Future 

With the demographic dividend looming large over the South African future, as either a blessing or 
a curse, one has to wonder how South Africa has allowed the state to become a predator and 
business a bystander? How, so soon after democracy, business has become enthralled in a 
debilitating posture of collusion, and trepidation? How civil society allowed a vacuum to emerge, 
into which the outcries of South Africans are lost? 
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If we stand back from these observations, and take in the landscape of where we are at as a 
country, we may begin to ask the question, “where to from here?"

Perhaps it's time for South Africans to have an honest conversation among ourselves. Perhaps 
it's time to recognize our shortcomings (across the board) and take responsibility for the role we 
have played in sustaining them. Perhaps it's time for the custodians of this nation's future to make 
their presence felt. Failure to do so, reenforces a paradoxical truth mentioned by Jay Naidoo, 
which was that “Julius Malema is today doing more to involve the youth in a democratic process, 
than any other party in South Africa... irrespective of whether he can deliver on the promises he 
makes them.” That is a scary prospect - and should be enough to draw at least some courageous 
leadership our of South Africa’s comfortable middle class.

It is important to remember that South Africa is an exceptional country, and far from the gutter 
that Oscar Wilde imagined. That we did once reach beyond what seemed possible, and achieved 
the unthinkable - a democratic dispensation. Our next challenge will be a just society, that uplifts 
those who still live in what might be described as gutters, giving life to the ideals enshrined in our 
constitution. Will 2014 be the year in which South Africa discovers a roadmap from liberty to 
prosperity? I for one hope that it is. 
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