
Fact sheet eleven: Black Economic Empowerment or Black Male Empowerment?

South Africa’s President Thabo Mbeki is trying to create, almost from scratch, a black business class. The BEE
Act, signed into law by Mbeki in January 2003, gives support for empowerment companies, including women-
owned enterprises, to access finance, increase the number of women who own and manage existing and new
enterprises, and increase their access to infrastructure and skills training.

The act empowers the Minster of Trade and Industry to issue codes of good practise on empowerment, and
also makes provision for the establishment of a BEE Advisory Council. The council’s objectives are to advise
Mbeki on the implementation of BEE strategies. BEE achievements will be measured by points recorded on a
scorecard, made public at the same time a company announces its annual results.

In line with the BEE Act, several transformation charters are either in the pipeline or have already been
promulgated to kick start the racial and gender transformation in business South Africa:
• The Financial Services Charter envisages that companies in the financial sector will be 25 percent black-

owned by 2010. A minimum of 10 percent must be direct ownership. Black women’s share includes four
percent representation at executive and senior levels, 10 percent at middle levels and 15 percent at junior
levels.

• The Mining Charter sets out 10 percent female participation in 10 years.
• The Marketing and Advertising charter specifies that by 2006, 70 percent of the industry should be in the

hands of previously disadvantaged individuals with 51 percent female and 3 percent disabled representation.
• The Wine Charter, which is still in the making, has not yet spelt out specific provisions for women and the

South African Petroleum and Liquid Fuels Industry Charter aims to ensure that by 2014, 25 percent of the
country’s oil industry is controlled by historically disadvantaged South Africans. It hasn’t specified provisions
for women. A charter for the accounting profession is nascent.

Research by South African empowerment monitoring company Empowerdex shows that women's representation
on company Boards stands at 6,6 percent; 13 percent of non-executive director positions are held by women;
only 12 percent of executive directors are women, and that 17 percent of senior executive positions are held
by women.

This gross under-representation is not a uniquely South African problem. In the United States for example,
only a little more than ten percent women hold board seats in Fortune 500 companies. This is despite the fact
that women are critical to the US economy, controlling more than 50 percent of commercial and consumer
consumption. In Canada 70 percent of corporate boards do not have female representation.

According to BusinessMap, there were a total of 62 BEE deals in 2003 worth R21,2-billion. Although there isn’t
a specific gender breakdown of these deals, Vuyo Jack, the CEO of Empowerdex, says that there is simply a
dearth of women at the helm of companies, which may explain the low representation targets for women
in the various industry charters.

But Sonja Sebotsa, an executive director of the Women’s Development Bank Investment Holdings, argues that
the targets in the BEE Act and the related industry charters for women are too low. This may result in companies
“resting on their laurels” once their female lists and quotas have been filled.
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