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This project between the ILO and the University of Pretoria was initiated in 2019 with the 
objective of better understanding the role that business played in South Africa’s transition 
to democracy.

It developed from the more humble idea of just developing a report, into something more ambitious. With the passage 
of time actors from that era were keen to tell their stories. The option to video the interviewees resulted in much 
more information and insights than we initially envisaged and opened up new possibilities. A website was consequently 
developed, along with a library of interviews. We hope to build on this process and indeed widen it. 

The project has shone a light onto the role that business played in key moments of South African’s tumultuous recent 
history. The pressures to end apartheid and build a new political dispensation were multi-levelled, but on one of those 
levels, key individuals within the business community in this country played a significant contributing role. This is why 
organised business in South Africa and the individuals that drove the process deserve a wider mention.

A critical piece in the jigsaw is the relationships between business and trade unions. With the emergence of (legal at 
the time) black trade unions, a formal entry point for dialogue between capital and labour was created. It was in the 
resulting interactions between employers and trade unions that relationships were formed that provided an absolutely 
critical basis of good faith that facilitated later upstream political discussions. This point has often been underestimated 
in its impact on the constitutional negotiations in the early 1990s. The principles of dialogue, negotiation, and respect 
that unions and employers bedded down in the 1970s and 1980s, proved absolutely critical during the end-game 
negotiations. 

Today as the country battles the economic, social, and health carnage created by the COVID-19 pandemic, these 
institutional actors, business, and unions, continue to play a critical role. They demonstrate that negotiation, compromise, 
and constructive dialogue can be a slow moving and cautious process, but as history demonstrates, it can provide 
hugely beneficial wider societal outcomes. Indeed it has been proven time and again that social dialogue can foster 
economic and social progress and maintain social peace. 

Deborah France-Massin: ILO Director of the Bureau for Employers’ Activities
Prof Maxi Schoeman: Department of Political Sciences, University of Pretoria

Joni Musabayana: ILO country Director for South Africa, Lesotho, Eswatini, and Botswana
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INTRODUCTION

For business to survive, the state has to function. At a time when the state was considered dysfunctional because of 
its narrow pursuit of an exclusionary ideology, business elites considered it necessary to hasten and drive a political 
process that would foster stability and protect business interests. Although complicit in apartheid, in a sense, because 
they “benefitted from operating in a racially structured environment” (Interview, Parsons, Johannesburg, 2020) there 
is a “story” within the “story” of businesses’ push back against some significant pieces of apartheid legislation. This 
encapsulates the “politics of business” in a political system that is fraught with tensions. 

As former CEO of AngloGold Ashanti, Bobby Godsell says, 

“We were in a position in business to argue that what was true of the workplace was also true of society and where 
there is conflict in a society, one should not deny people their rights but build the democratic institutions that 
enable us to negotiate conflict of a political nature” (Interview, Zoom, 2020). 

Business has been seen as an important catalyst for political transformation in South Africa since the 1970s and 
particularly towards the end of apartheid despite its complex and ambiguous role1. The significance of business 
involvement during the transition can be attributed to various factors, including individuals and groups in business 
taking ‘gutsy’ leadership, taking a collective approach and pooling resources towards a common end, and the formation 
of specific entities to address specific issues2. 

Knowledge about the legacy of the contribution of business to South Africa’s transition to democracy remains limited. 
Some view the negotiated settlement between the National Party (NP) and the African National Congress (ANC) 
suspiciously and as a ‘historical compromise’, not necessarily with the apartheid regime but with the forces of ‘Western’ 
and white South African capital. Almost two decades after the 1994 negotiated settlement, South Africa’s structural 
inequalities are still intact and systemic challenges within society persist along racial and class lines3. Economic growth 
remains weak, and income poverty persists as the economy continues down an inegalitarian growth path that fails to 
reduce unemployment and thus has little effect on poverty4. 

At the same time, South Africa’s Constitution is considered as one of the most progressive in the world5, and its Labour 
Relations legislation is considered ‘innovative’ in many ways, including in the ways in which the new Labour Relations 
Act promoted collective bargaining; entrenched the right to strike; resolving disputes through the Commission for 
Conciliation, Mediation, and Arbitration, which was established shortly after the Act was implemented; and provisions 
for joint decision making between management and workers through workplace forums6. But these progressive, radical, 
and innovative pieces of legislature have not always translated into structural transformation. 

1 O'Dowd, M. (1974). South Africa in the light of the stages of economic growth. South Africa: Economic growth and political change. London: Allison and 
Busby; O'Meara, D. (1997). Forty Lost Years: The Apartheid State and the Politics of the National Party, 1948 to 1994. Ohio: University Press; Renwick, R. 
(1997). Unconventional diplomacy in Southern Africa. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

2 Fourie, A. and Eloff, T. (2006). ‘Case study: South Africa’. In Local business, local peace: the peacebuilding potential of the domestic private sector, edited by 
C. Gunduz, J. Banfield, and N. Killick. London: In International Alert. Internet: https://www.international-alert.org/sites/default/files/publications/27_
section_2_South_Africa.pdf 

3 Wilson, F. and Cornell, V. (2012). Rough guide to Carnegie 3. Conference draft report. Cape Town: University of Cape Town.
4 Seekings, J. and Nattrass, N. (2011). ‘State-business relations and pro-poor growth in South Africa’. Journal of International Development, 23(3): 338-

357.
5 De Vos, P. (1997). ‘Pious Wishes or Directly Enforceable Human Rights?: Social and Economic Rights in South Africa’s 1996 Constitution’, South African 

Journal on Human Rights, 13(1): 67-101.
6 Webster, E. and Adler, G. (1999). ‘Toward a class compromise in South Africa’s “double transition”: Bargained liberalization and the consolidation of 

democracy’. Politics & Society, 27(3): 347-385.
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Considering the challenges of poverty and inequality, and the crises that the country faces due to COVID-19 and the 
effects of lockdowns on the economy, it is worth revisiting the role that business plays in times of crises and transition. 
It is impossible to unravel South Africa’s current economic climate from its legacy of violence and oppression. The 
economic policies and legislature, and the relationship between government, business, and society, have emerged as a 
result of a multitude of negotiations over a period of decades. 

As Merle Lipton (2007: 301)7 writes, 

“The complex, messy, unheroic, but not entirely discreditable, truth about the role of business under apartheid has 
the potential to provide a more realistic basis for building a common society than simplistic models of a society 
composed of demons and saints. Facing the truth about South Africa’s past involves recognising how regrettably 
alike we all are and how ambiguous, volatile and confused are our motives and intentions. This chastening 
recognition brings us closer to the truth and provides the realistic long-term basis for living together”.

This report gives the reader a sense of the ‘epic time’ that compelled business elites, in their individual capacity or on 
mandate from their organisations, to insert themselves into the rapidly evolving political process. It also explores the 
role of business in the COVID-19 crises as a way of asking the question: what is, what should be, or what could be the 
role of business in times of crises and transition more broadly. 

This report draws from 17 interviews with business elites who were either involved in the negotiations prior to 1994 or 
contributed to the development of economic policies after 1994. These interviews are available in the public domain in 
the form of a digital archive and can be found at www.bitsa.org.za.

7 Lipton, M. (2007). ‘The role of business under apartheid: Revisiting the debate’. In History making and present day politics: the meaning of collective 
memory in South Africa, edited by H.E. Stolten. Uppsala: Nordiska Afrikainstitutet.
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT
A brief overview of South Africa’s history will assist the reader in understanding what issues 
were at stake when labour protests began to escalate, with labour relations concerns 
becoming one of the core issues that compelled business to involve themselves in politics 
in the 1970s.

The settlement of the Cape of Good Hope in 1652 by the Dutch East India Company marks the beginning of a pattern of 
conflict that has characterised South African history for centuries. The expansion of European settlement by the Dutch, 
and later British colonists, had devastating consequences for the Khoenkhoen and San indigenous populations and 
brought the settlers into conflict with the Bantu-speaking peoples in the east of the country. The migration of the Dutch-
speaking Boers to the northern interior created further disruption at a time of flux in the region and brought them into 
conflict with the Zulu and Sotho-Tswana peoples. By the 1850s these settlers had established the two Boer Republics of 
the Transvaal and the Orange Free State. The colonies of the Cape and Natal remained under British control. The Dutch 
importation of Malay slaves and the British importation of Indian indentured labourers created further dynamics in the 
pattern of conflict and resistance that reverberate to this day. 

South Africa became a self-governing dominion of the British Empire in 1910. The rights of citizenship were confined to 
white people only. The African National Congress (ANC) was established on 8 January 1912, when leaders of black South 
Africans from all over the country launched an organisation to defend their rights and freedoms and to fight for the 
extension of political and civil rights that had been denied them in the newly formed Union of South Africa despite the 
eloquent pleas of African delegations to the British government that enabled the establishment of the Union. Until the 
establishment of the ANC Youth League in 1944, the ANC was committed to pursuing their objectives within the confines 
of the law and the established processes of petitions, letters, and appeals to a variety of SA governments that avoided 
dealing with the matter decisively. 

Due to the discovery of gold and diamonds, South Africa was quickly industrialising, and in the 1920s, worker militancy 
emerged in response to dismal working conditions. The Great Depression and World War II brought about great 
economic hardship in South Africa, and in 1948, the Afrikaner National Party (NP) won the general election because of 
their promises to improve living conditions, especially for the rural Afrikaans electorate. The NP was founded in 1914 
by a group of Afrikaner politicians, led by J.B.M. Hertzog, to fight for the equal rights of Afrikaners relative to the English 
South Africans who they felt were dominating the political and economic life of the new British Dominion. The NP also 
brought with them the principle of white minority rule known as ‘apartheid’ which included systematic, legislated racial 
segregation and oppression of all those identified as black, Indian, or so-called ‘coloured’ (people of mixed race).

Almost immediately after the 1948 election, the ANC started its Defiance Campaign of passive resistance which included 
civil disobedience protests against pass laws, curfews, and segregation in public facilities. A group of disenchanted 
ANC members broke away from the ANC and formed the Pan Africanist Congress of Azania (PAC) in 1959. They led a 
mass demonstration against the Pass Laws system, which restricted and limited the movement of black people in the 
country, and unleashed a series of events in response to the apartheid regime, some of which resulted in unimaginably 
aggressive and violent responses from the apartheid government. 

THESE INCLUDED:
• The Sharpeville Massacre of 1960
• The formation of Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK) in 1961 to coordinate underground military activity throughout 

South Africa 
• Demonstrations by anti-apartheid student movements
• The Rivonia Trial in 1963 and the banning of Mandela
• The formation of the Black Consciousness Movement (BCM) in 1967 under the leadership of Steve Biko
• The formation of the Black People’s Convention in1972 and the Black Allied Workers Union in 1973
• The Durban strikes of 1973 to protest against low wages
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The demands of the disenfranchised and increasingly brutally oppressed majority were articulated through a participative 
and democratic process of consultation and deliberation at the Congress of the People in 1955 and the adoption of the 
Freedom Charter. The leaders of the ANC, however, continued to be persecuted and prosecuted by the SA government, 
as was evident in the Treason Trial of 1956-1959. Despite this, the ANC continued to call for talks with the government 
as they did again in 1957 with a letter from the President of the ANC, Nkosi Albert Luthuli, requesting the then-Prime 
Minister to convene a convention to resolve the race issue in South Africa. 

As the repressive measures grew, so too did the frustration and anger of black South Africans who engaged in ever 
greater campaigns of civil disobedience such as the protests against the Pass Laws that led to the tragedy of Sharpeville. 
The patience and peaceful persistence of the ANC and its followers was recognised in the awarding of the 1960 Nobel 
Peace Prize to Nkosi Albert Luthuli. As the first African recipient of the prize, he dedicated it to the peoples of Africa and 
their struggle for dignity and freedom. 

The Durban Strikes in 1973 by black workers placed immense pressure on industries to change economic policies as 
61, 000 workers participated in 160 strikes that spilled over into other cities and industrial centres in South Africa8. The 
strike action was significant and business leaders realised this. According to Godsell, “the strike was illegal, but the 
reality of the limit of state power became evident because you can’t arrest 100, 000 people. This was an exercise in street 
power” (Interview, Zoom, 2020).

Resistance swept throughout the country during the 1980s with a surge of grassroots protests and increasing 
mass mobilisation. The ANC intensified the armed struggle. There was also the emergence of powerful industrial, 
predominantly black, trade unions that mobilised the working class, and the emergence of federations, most notably 
the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU), that harnessed worker militancy into a political force. The 
United Democratic Front (UDF) was also an umbrella organisation which harnessed grassroots support for campaigns 
against the apartheid regime9. Additionally, in the 1980s campaigns to free Nelson Mandela spread internationally and 
heightened the pressure on the government to end apartheid.

The UDF was formed in 1983 by a multiracial group of more than 500 churches, civic associations, trade unions, student 
organisations, and sports teams to coordinate nonviolent opposition to apartheid. Although recognised as part of the 
ANC tradition, it was never formally part of the ANC, which allowed for its broad appeal and mass participation. Of 
relevance was that some of the costs of meetings and legal expenses were in fact paid for by business people. The ANC 
and the UDF intensified their struggle and exhorted their followers to make apartheid unworkable and the country 
ungovernable, exacerbating tensions in South Africa from the 1980s onwards10.

In the mid-1980s, as the conflict heightened and the South African security forces were clamping down on opposition, 
various initiatives emerged which sought to open a dialogue between the NP and the ANC11. The government wanted 
the protests to stop. The National Intelligence Services (NIS), under Niel Barnard and Mike Louw, facilitated the first 
secret meetings between the South African Government and Mandela to develop an understanding about whether 
there were sufficient grounds for future peace talks. 

8 Barrett, J.T. and Finbarr Mullins, A. (1990). ‘South African trade unions: a historical account, 1970–1990’. Monthly Labor Review: 25. 
9 Nupen, C. (2013). ‘Mediation and conflict resolution in South and Southern Africa: A personal account of the past 30 years’. Internet: https://www.

accord.org.za/ajcr-issues/mediation-and-conflict-resolution-in-south-and-southern-africa/ 
10 Clark, N.L. and Worger, W.H. (2011). South Africa: The Rise and Fall of Apartheid. Harlow: Longman. 
11 Nupen 2013. Ibid.

THIS LED TO A SERIES OF INITIATIVES:
• Mandela was moved from Robben Island to Pollsmoor Prison in 1982
• In 1985, secret negotiation between Mandela and members of Botha’s administration began 
• The historic meeting between members of the Institute for Democratic Alternatives in South Africa (IDASA) and the 

ANC occurred in 1987 and provided an opening for further talks
• More secret and open meetings started occurring within South Africa and abroad
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The involvement of business during the transition started more extensively after then-Prime Minister P.W. Botha gave 
the Rubicon speech in 1985. The speech was expected to announce major economic and political reforms, but Botha 
was not willing to change his position on the apartheid system. In dealing with the central issue of race relations and the 
political conundrum of the exercise of rights, freedoms, and power for all South Africans, Botha followed the ideas of 
Harvard political scientist Samuel Huntington. Huntington argued that “the South African government should follow a 
policy of simultaneous reform and repression” and that by “conducting the proper mixture of reform, reassurance and 
repression, sliding two steps forward and dodging one step backward, where necessary playing on fear and employing 
deception”, would-be South African reformers could eventually bring “into existence a new system of political institutions 
and thus give renewed life to their country”13. Huntington’s model included a proposal that each “group” would have 
autonomy over its own affairs but what was required was cooperation by elites from each “group”.

The Rubicon speech exacerbated the existing economic crisis with continued capital flight, a dropping rand value, 
trade sanctions, and the withdrawal of international business interests from South Africa, which continued until 1994. 
There was also an increasing rift within the ruling NP between those who wanted apartheid to adapt to capitalist 
imperatives within a growing neo-liberal context and those who held on to the apartheid ideology and a belief in a 
strong interventionist state14.

The Kabwe Conference of 1985 committed the ANC to stepping up the offensive and prepared the organisation 
externally and internally for a protracted people’s war. Political meetings and negotiations took place while political 
violence was widespread with allegations of a state-sponsored ‘third force’ destabilising the country and undermining 
the anti-apartheid movement15.

Botha resigned as President in 1989 after a mild stroke and he was succeeded by F.W. De Klerk. Just four years after 
the Kabwe Conference and within a rapidly changing international environment and given the tentative steps the NP 
government had taken to start talking to the ANC, it was clear to De Klerk that the conditions for negotiations seemed 
riper than ever. Likewise, at the meeting of the Organisation of African Unity in Harare in 1989 the ANC adopted the 
Harare Declaration which was based on the ANC’s proposals for negotiations and a political settlement. Thus, shortly 
after becoming president, in October 1989, De Klerk ordered the release of many prisoners, including several from the 
Rivonia Trial, and started to take the steps that Mandela presented as conditions under which negotiations could begin. 
As the peace and negotiation efforts increased, a peaceful handover was never guaranteed, and civil war remained a 
viable prospect right up until the election on 27 April 199416. Violence was widespread and 20, 000 people lost their lives 
between 1985 and 1994 as result of the political conflict17,18. 

Mandela was released on 11 February 1990 and the government lifted the bans against the ANC and other anti-
apartheid groups. The permission for the UDF to march in Cape Town and the light-handed reaction of the police to that 
march fanned the flames of hope yet again and this was reinforced by the release of a number of high-ranking political 
prisoners. It was on 2 February 1991 that the world was stunned by the announcement of the unbanning of all political 
organisations and the unconditional release of Mandela. The unbanning of the ANC and the release of the political 
prisoners led to formal negotiations towards a new democratic dispensation. 

Both the ANC and NP had bargaining power but had to make concessions, while the ungovernability of the country was 
a crucial factor during the negotiations. The efforts to build trust and relationships across and among party leaders 
were central during the negotiations. It was as a result of this that ANC chief negotiator, Cyril Ramaphosa, and the chief 
negotiator for the NP, Roelf Meyer, recognised that their ability to work well together in the interests of South Africa 
would be paramount for the success of negotiations19. 

12 https://www.thecrimson.com/article/1987/11/5/mr-huntington-goes-to-pretoria-pperhaps/ 
13 Ibid, 24.
14 Van der Westhuizen, C. (2007). White power and the rise and fall of the National Party. Cape Town: Zebra Press. 
15 ANC leaders used the term ‘Third Force’ during the late 1980s and early 1990s, and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) found that there 

was involvement of a network of security and ex-security force operatives, frequently acting in conjunction with right-wing elements or sectors of 
the IFP, to escalate violence which resulted in gross human rights violations. Ellis, S. (1998). ‘The Historical Significance of South Africa’s Third Force’. 
Journal of Southern African Studies, 24(2): 261-299.

16 Rothchild, D. (1997). Managing ethnic conflict in Africa: Pressures and Incentives for Cooperation. Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution.
17 Olukotun, D. (2009). ‘The spirit of the National Peace Accord: The past and future of conflict resolution in South Africa’. Internet: https://www.accord.

org.za/ajcr-issues/the-spirit-of-the-national-peace-accord/ . 
18 Significantly, more lives than this were lost in political violence between 1994 and 1998. 
19 Waldmeir, P. (1998). Anatomy of a Miracle: The End of Apartheid and the Birth of the New South Africa. New Jersey: Rutgers University Press.
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As Meyer put it, 

“Cyril Ramaphosa was leading the team from the ANC, and I was leading the team from the NP side and eventually 
we succeeded – to the extent that somewhere through the process, maybe midway through, Cyril and I developed a 
line between us, ‘there is not a problem that we cannot resolve’, and you can imagine how powerful that statement 
is because when you have to rely on your opponent and he has to rely on you, you come together with a spirit that 
is almost unbreakable and that level of trust was indicative of our process, together with the ownership we took 
and the belief that we could do it” (Interview, Zoom, 2020).

As the pressure on the apartheid government increased internationally, internally, business involvement in the transition 
was part of a conflict resolution ‘community’ of numerous political and social forces with meetings, consultations, and 
training at every level of society. It included labour experts, social activists, clerics, politicians, community leaders, and 
business gurus domestically, and practitioners around the world who supported South Africa in finding a workable 
solution20. 

According to Paul Graham, founder of IDASA,

“Lots of people, really, put their backs behind moving South Africa from apartheid to democracy. Lots of people 
with different interests, different class positions. But for a moment, they really consolidated that in a broad front. 
Not just the UDF, but a broader front even than that, and as a result, many people played pivotal roles and unless 
we accept that it was really a people’s movement it would be difficult to sustain the story of the South African 
transition” (Interview, Johannesburg, 2019).

It was a complex coming together of the economic crises and a moral, ethical compulsion that led individuals and 
organisations to become involved in the political process. 

20 Nupen 2013. Ibid.
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In order to understand the role of business in South Africa’s transition to democracy, we 
need to define the transition. For the purpose of this report, we begin with the ways in 
which Anglo American Corporation (AAC) – a gold mining corporation founded in 1917, 
and controlling 50% of the economy by the 1970s – started to support the unionisation of 
black workers. We follow this through to the increasing involvement of a small, but critical 
minority of business elites in the political process, culminating in the 1996 Constitution. 

In 1972, CEO of AAC, Harry Oppenheimer, invited Alex Boraine, then-president of the Methodist Church, to join AAC after 
Boraine had criticised it for its labour relations. Boraine managed to convince Oppenheimer that “you could not believe 
unions were good for whites but not for blacks” (Interview, Godsell, Zoom, 2020). Oppenheimer had already indicated 
support for reforms in relation to black workers. 

After the Durban strikes in 1973 and the Soweto Uprising in 1976, the Wiehahn Commission was set up by the 
government to examine labour relations in South Africa. Its recommendations resulted in major changes, including the 
recognition of black trade unions. These trade unions were, however, heavily monitored and ways were found to restrict 
their activities.

Also in 1976, Oppenheimer and Afrikaner business mogul, Anton Rupert, established a think tank called Urban Foundation 
to advocate for reforms to improve the social conditions of black people in urban areas21. The NP government viewed 
them as too critical while black activists viewed them as too moderate and still in support of apartheid22.

At this stage, few business leaders were interested in labour reforms, but after Botha’s Rubicon speech in 1985, more 
started to get involved (Interview, Coovadia, Johannesburg, 2020). As Graham describes, there was a gradual shift by 
actors who initially may have supported the apartheid establishment but then realised how untenable it was, and 
that when they started to emerge in support of the democratic alternative, discovered there were “allies” (Interview, 
Johannesburg, 2019).

In 1988, the Consultative Business Movement (CBM) was established by Christo Nel, a business consultant who was 
hired by First National Bank (FNB) director, Chris Ball, to transform attitudes towards race within the bank. Nel was part 
of a mostly Afrikaans delegation that visited the ANC in 198723. The CBM initially consisted of some 20 businessmen who 
had the express intention to challenge ‘National Party propaganda’, establish relationships with black leaders, and break 
the ‘socio-political logjam’ that existed at the time24.

DEFINING THE TRANSITION

21 Smit, D. (1992). ‘The Urban Foundation: transformation possibilities’. Transformation, 18.
22 Bernstein, A. (1998). Business and public policy in South Africa. Johannesburg: The Urban Foundation.
23 Callinicos, A. (1988). South Africa between Reform and Revolution. Pretoria: Bookmarks.
24 Consultative Business Movement: 1987-1990: A History. Part of the CBM’s submission to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.
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Also in 1988, amendments to the Labour Relations legislature were made that undermined much that had been gained 
by the Wiehahn Commission, but through historic negotiations between the labour body, the South African Coordinating 
Committee on Labour Affairs (SACCOLA), and two of the more prominent black trade unions, this amendment was 
reversed. Arguably, it was these often very difficult negotiations between employers and trade unions that set the scene 
for business to play a negotiating role in South Africa’s political process. Former deputy director of the International 
Labor Organisation (ILO), Kari Tapiola, supports this analysis, stating that “The important change was in the 1980s when 
the domestic dynamics changed so that you started having clear South African partners who had a growing role in the 
society and which really were the kind of organisations that you could build future change on” (Interview, Zoom, 2020).

A tangible result of the role of business in the transition to democracy, and of the long history of negotiations between 
employers and unions, is the Labour Relations Act, which came into being in 1995. This and the 1996 Constitution laid 
the groundwork for creating the kind of society employers and labour had been fighting for over a period of decades. 

This would mark the end of the ‘transition’ period for the purposes of this report. As will be discussed at the end of this 
report, despite these legislative achievements, and the achievement of a political transformation, until today, arguably, 
we still have not seen the economic transformation many had hoped for and anticipated.
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LEARNING TO NEGOTIATE
What business was convinced of was the effectiveness of negotiations as the tool for 
resolving the competing and conflicting interests in South African politics. 

They also realised that the negotiating partner has to be the de facto and recognised leader that had the support of 
the majority. For business, negotiations had proven their worth and efficacy and were the only option towards stability 
and peace. Business correctly identified their role as flexibly being part mediator and part facilitator – which involved 
knowing when to step in and when to fade into the background to allow the protagonists to thrash out a compromise. 
This was evident both in terms of the negotiations between AAC management and its unions and the negotiations 
between SACCOLA and trade union bodies.

One of the trade unions that was at the forefront of challenging the government in terms of labour policies, and 
that represented labour at the employer-labour negotiations, included the Federation of South African Trade Unions 
(FOSATU), which was formed in 1979. Soon afterwards, in 1982, COSATU was formed and FOSATU merged with it. Another 
important trade union body was the Council of Unions of South Africa (CUSA), which formed in 1980, and merged with 
the Azanian Confederation of Trade Unions (AZACTU) to form the National Council of Trade Unions (NACTU) in 1986. The 
National Union of Mineworkers (MUN) was formed in 1982 and became one of the largest union bodies in the country. 
These unions worked towards mass mobilisation against the apartheid system and spearheaded the efforts to make 
the country ‘ungovernable’. 

Significant steps were made in terms of labour relations at a national level in the late 1980s, when NACTU and COSATU 
started negotiating with SACCOLA. SACCOLA, which had emerged in 1948, included 90% of private sector employers by 
the 1970s. In 1975, it had joined forces with the Urban Foundation to establish the SACCOLA Code of Employment Practice. 
SACCOLA played a critical role when the beforementioned amendments were made to the Labour Relations legislature 
in 1988, and resulted in countrywide protests from the unions, particularly on shop floors, as these amendments were 
perceived as an attempt to curtail union activity. SACCOLA approached the trade union federations to “identify their 
major grievances and put forward the employer standpoint”25. Bendix (2010) states that the initial meetings were tense 
and antagonistic. But, over time, as the suggested changes were evaluated, consensus was reached on some points, and 
the negotiations resulted in what was generally known as the SACCOLA-NACTU-COSATU agreement. The accord was a 
historic development, as “this was the first time that employers and newer trade unions had, on a national level, reached 
agreement on aspects of overall labour dispensation”26.

The Accords sent a “signal to the government that, when employers and unions combined, it would have to take heed 
of their demands”27. The National Manpower Commission (NMC) later sent delegates to the talks and the government 
agreed to implement changes to the law. Bendix28 describes how in March 1991, “all the most controversial amendments 
effected in 1988 were removed from the Labour Relations Act”.

Bokkie Botha describes how “as things started getting really, really tough and particularly when it came to strikes and 
demonstrations, we were concerned about the society as a whole” (Interview, Zoom, 2020). Bokkie Botha was involved 
in the meetings with FOSATU and then COSATU since the 1970s and says, “So we knew these people and, you know, we 
liked them as individuals; that was a really interesting thing. Alec Erwin was the first general secretary of FOSATU and 
then I think Jay Naidoo, I think, was the first general secretary of COSATU. So we had lots and lots of dealings with all of 
those people” (Interview, Zoom, 2020).

During the State of Emergency, Bokkie Botha recalls, with embarrassment, how people they had been negotiating with 
were detained. “We as the business representatives weren’t detained, but these people [who] were representing the 
other few were detained. That was terrible”. The State of Emergency led to the restriction of the activities of the UDF and 
the increasing imprisonment and banning of its leaders and members, thus restricting its space for active resistance. 
The response of the UDF was to further broaden the anti-apartheid front and it entered into a loose alliance with the 
trade union federation COSATU, called the Mass Democratic Movement (MDM). The first campaign of the MDM was 
in 1989 and its amorphous form of cooperation and leadership made it difficult for the apartheid state to identify and 
target the individuals involved in these campaigns. By the time the MDM had gained some momentum, the unbanning 
of the ANC and the start of the negotiations negated its raison d’etre, and in August of 1991 the MDM and UDF were 
officially disbanded with many of its leaders joining the ANC. 

25 Bendix, S. (2010). Industrial Relations in South Africa. 5th Revised Edition. Cape Town: Juta Legal and Academic Publishers.
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid.
28 Ibid.



10  |  The role of business in South Africa’s transition to democracy   February 2021

It was through interactions between employers and unions that business leaders discovered people ‘they liked’ and 
could talk to, forging alliances and learning to negotiate. Bendix29 argues that it was these negotiations that resulted in 
a more corporatist approach to labour relations in South Africa.

Following the 1988 breakthrough, the State President formed a special working party between SACCOLA and the 
Department of Manpower. In 1990, the historic Laboria Minute was signed, a tripartite agreement between labour, 
business, and the NP government, which stated “that all labour laws would be considered by employers’ bodies and 
the trade union movement prior to being put before parliament; that the unions would participate in a reconstructed 
NMC; and that labour rights would be extended to those previously excluded, including farm and domestic workers”30. 
Webster and Addler (1999) describe this as the first major policy issue that was addressed by means of a negotiated 
compromise between the state and representative organisations. 

This led to the development of the National Economic Forum (NEF) in 1992, which merged with the NMC to create the 
National Economic Development and Labour Council (NEDLAC) in 1994.

In 1994, SACCOLA, which hadn’t been representative or mandated until that time, was reformed to form Business South 
Africa (BSA), which attempted to incorporate two of the traditionally ‘black’ business organisations, the National African 
Federated Chamber of Commerce (NAFCOC) and the Foundation for African Business and Consumer Services (FABCOS), 
into SACCOLA. But due to limitations in SACCOLA’s voting structure, the ‘old guard’ maintained power. However, not 
long afterwards it dissolved, and Business Unity South Africa (BUSA) was formed instead, with a new voting structure 
and greater equality (Interview, Vuuren, Zoom, 2020).

It should be noted that although black and Indian business organised itself into representative bodies, economically 
and politically they had considerably less power, and thus visible influence, over the political negotiations, although 
there was arguably an overlap between black and Indian people involved in both politics and business. Indian business 
notably organised itself through the Transvaal Indian Congress and Natal Indian Congress and sent delegations to speak 
with the ANC in Lusaka in the late 1980s. NAFCOC was one of the primary organisations representing black business 
and also sent delegations to meet with the ANC in both Europe and Lusaka in the 1980s. The Black Management 
Forum, established in 1976 as a non-racial thought-leadership organisation, also included in its ranks key actors in the 
transition process, including Bheki Sibiya. 

From this discussion it becomes apparent how the negotiations between business and trade unions in the 1970s 
compelled business towards becoming involved in the political negotiations in the 1980s and 1990s. 

29 Ibid. 
30 Webster, E. and Addler, G. (1999). ‘Towards a class compromise in South Africa’s “Double Transition”: Bargained liberalisation and the consolidation 

of democracy’. Politics and Society, 27(3): 347-385.

TIMELINE OF THE FORMAL NEGOTIATIONS PROCESS
• 2 February 1990 – unbanning of the ANC by the NP government 
• 11 February 1990 – release of Mandela
• 4 May 1990 – signing of the Groote Schuur Minute between the ANC and NP government
• 6 August 1990 – signing of the Pretoria Minute between the ANC and the NP government and the suspension of the 

armed struggle by the ANC
• 14 September 1991 – signing of the National Peace Accord by 27 signatories
• 20 December 1991 – CODESA 1 with 19 organisations participating followed by the Whites Only Referendum
• May 1992 – CODESA 2 

- June 1992 Boipatong massacre
- September 1992 Bisho massacre

• 26 September 1992 – Record of Understanding signed between the ANC and NP government
• 1 April 1993 – Multi Party Negotiating Forum is convened 

- 10 April 1993 assassination of Chris Hani
- June 1993 storming of MPNF venue by AWB

• 18 November 1993 – MPNF ratified Interim Constitution
• 27 April 1994 – first democratic elections
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WHO WAS BUSINESS?

But who was ‘business’ and who were the small but critical minority of ‘business elites’ or 
business leaders who involved themselves in South Africa’s political process?

In the words of Mike Spicer, in the 1970s and 1980s “ten chaps owned the economy” (Interview, Cape Town, 2019). In 
fact, the economy was controlled by six companies, four of those owned by families, namely, the Oppenheimers (Anglo 
American), the Ruperts (Rembrandt), the Gordons (Liberty), and the Menell’s and Hersov’s (Anglovaal). Sanlam and Old 
Mutual were owned by the holders of their insurance policies31. Between 1985 and 2004 these companies owned over 
80% of the economy in 1985. In 2004, they owned only 38% of the economy, reflecting the ways in which business has 
changed.

It was the fact that this handful of companies owned such a large portion of the economy that allowed them to have 
the influence they did, and although they didn’t necessarily operate in a unified way, each was at least to some extent 
aware of what the other was doing (Interview, Spicer, Cape Town, 2019). Significantly, even Sanlam, which “could be seen 
as a key part in funding the old regime” (Interview, Johan Van Zyl, Zoom, 2020), was part of the many discussions taking 
place with the ANC, and sent Johan Van Zyl “up north into Africa, starting discussions, putting pressure on government 
with the Goedehoop and Carlton get togethers … which led to the inside pressure from business to changing things” 
(Interview, Zoom, 2020). 

On page 14, we discuss the case of AAC, which was arguably the most influential company in the political negotiations 
during the 1970s and 1980s and on page 16, we discuss the CBM, which played a central role, particularly in bringing 
about the National Peace Accord. 

There was definitely a division, though, between Afrikaans business (of which Sanlam was part) and English business. 
The Afrikaanse Handelsinstituut (AHI), formed in the early 1940s, represented the larger part of Afrikaans business 
by the 1970s, and at this stage they largely supported the NP government, although in 1975 already, dominant forces 
within the AHI were calling for the recognition of black trade unions. In the 1980s, this support started to shift as 
“conglomerates outgrew the apartheid government” and found increasing “common ground with their Anglophone 
counterparts”32. Further discussion of the role of Afrikaans business is outside of the scope of this report, but it seems 
evident that Afrikaans business had more influence with the NP government than the Urban Foundation33, and may 
have done more behind-the-scenes than is immediately apparent.

31 Chabane, N., Roberts, S. and Goldstein, A. (2006). ‘The changing face and strategies of big business in South Africa: more than a decade of political 
democracy’. Industrial and corporate change, 15(3): 549-577.

32 Wood, R., Haines, R. and Lloyd, H.R. (2014). ‘Afrikaans Business under Apartheid: The Case of the Western Cape’. Mediterranean Journal of Social 
Sciences, 5(27).

33 https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/afrikaanse-handelsinsituut 



12  |  The role of business in South Africa’s transition to democracy   February 2021

There were countless meetings between the ANC and various South African groups and 
individuals, including religious, sports, cultural, academic, and business leaders in places 
such as Lusaka, Harare, Dar-es-Salaam, London, Stockholm, and New York in the 1980s.

One of the early meetings was the 1985 Lusaka mission, where Gavin Relly, in his position as CEO of AAC, travelled to 
Lusaka to meet with senior ANC officials, including Oliver Tambo, Thabo Mbeki, Chris Hani, Pallo Jordan, James Stuart, 
and Mac Maharaj, in a gathering hosted by Zambian President Kenneth Kaunda at his presidential game lodge, Mfuwe. 
Relly was accompanied by a handful of opposition leaders, business leaders, and the editors of the Sunday Times, 
Leadership SA, and Die Vaderland. The meeting also involved the scenario planning exercises developed by AAC’s Clem 
Sunter, which proved to have considerable influence on later decision making34. President Botha attacked Relly for 
disloyalty and forbid planned follow-up trips by student and church groups. But business groups continued trips to 
meet with exiled ANC leaders in what became known as the Lusaka “trek” or “pilgrimage”35. 

Following the Lusaka mission, it became clear that the government would have to talk directly to the ANC as the leaders 
and decision-makers. In a parallel process to the Lusaka meetings, the so called verligte (enlightened) Afrikaners in the 
NP began establishing ties with the ANC, but it required help and facilitation to gain sufficient trust and confidence for 
them to meet. Segal36 describes both secret and public meetings between Afrikaner leaders and intellectuals and the 
ANC, including the 1987 trip to Dakar which Frederik Van Zyl Slabbert, leader of the Progressive Federal Party, the official 
opposition to the NP government in parliament, was part of. This meeting was highly publicised, but secret meetings 
also commenced in Britain in 1987 between the ANC and prominent Afrikaners, which included Willie Esterhuyse, a 
former member of the Broederbond, and a philosophy professor at Stellenbosch University which allowed the ANC to 
have a channel to convey its “messages” to the government. 

These secret meetings were hosted by Michael Young, the press director for the British mining house Consolidated 
Goldfields. He met with ANC leaders and top companies such as Barclays and Rio Tinto in 1986. ANC leader, Oliver 
Tambo, asked Young to broker meetings with Afrikaners connected to the government. Eight three-day secret meetings 
were held over three years, partly sponsored by AAC, to build confidence between the ANC and Afrikaner political 
leaders, and to identify areas for future negotiations. 

The meetings also facilitated contact between ANC leaders and head of the South African intelligence agencies through 
one of the participants, Esterhuyse (Makgetla and Shapiro 2016). Other domestic pressures from the 1980s from sections 
of industry, commerce, and commercial agriculture included employers’ associations such as the Associated Chamber 
of Commerce (ASSOCOM), the Federated Chamber Industries (FCI), the Steel and Engineering Industries Federation 
(SEIFSA), and the AHI37. The Lombard Plan (commissioned by the Natal Sugar Industry) and the Buthelezi Commission 
(initiated by Inkatha Freedom Party leader Mangosuthu Buthelezi) were liberal reformist initiatives during the 1980s that 
were supported by ASSOCOM and FCI38. The talks inside South Africa started to widen the collaboration and consensus 
for a shift to a non-racial polity.

Meetings were being held inside and outside of South Africa and the scope of participation with key stakeholders had 
widened. In 1985, David Willers of the South Africa Foundation, an association of South Africa’s largest corporations and 
major multinational companies, met with the ANC, most likely in London. In 1985, chairmen of leading corporate groups, 
including Sir Timothy Bevan (Barclays Bank), Lord Barber (Standard Bank), Evelyn de Rothschild (Chair of Rothschild’s), 
and George Soros; with representatives of Shell, Courtaulds, BP, and Gold Fields; and from South Africa, Tony Bloom 
(Premier Group) and Chris Ball (Barclays), were invited by Anthony Sampson to lunch at the Connaught Rooms to meet 
with Oliver Tambo in London. In June 1986, a group of businessmen from South Africa (including Chris Ball of FNB 
and Neil Chapman of Southern Life), and from the US and UK (including George Soros), held talks with Oliver Tambo 
in London. Later BBC-TV carried a debate between the businessmen and the ANC. The meeting is said to have been 
organised by Consolidated Goldfields39.

34 Louw 1989; Michie, J. and Padayachee, V. (2019). ‘South African business in the transition to democracy’. International Review of Applied Economics, 
33(1): 1-10. 

35 Makgetla, I. and Shapiro, I. (2016). Working Paper: ‘Business and the South African transition’. New Haven: Yale University.
36 Segal, N. (2007). Breaking the mould: The role of scenarios in shaping South Africa’s future. Stellebosch: Sun Press.
37 Bernstein, A. (1998). Business and public policy in South Africa. Johannesburg: The Urban Foundation.; Welsh, D. and Spence, J. (2011). Ending 

Apartheid. Harlow: Pearson.
38 Glaser, D. 1986. ‘Behind the Indaba: the making of the KwaNatal option’. Transformation, 2: 1-30. 
39 Savage, M. (2014). Trekking outward: A chronology of meetings between South Africans and the ANC in exile 1983-2000. Cape Town, University of Cape 

Town. 
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On 8 June 1986, Professor Pieter de Lange (Chairman of the Broederbond and then-Rector of the Rand Afrikaans 
University) and Thabo Mbeki were both present at a New York conference organised by the Ford Foundation. The Ford 
Foundation also sponsored a meeting in New York between Thabo Mbeki; Simon Brandt of the Development Bank; and 
Simon Bekker, an academic, in 198840.

IDASA organised meetings with members of the ANC in 1987, which arguably marked the start of secret meetings 
between Botha and Mandela. It was also the start of Theuns Eloff’s involvement in the peace process. Eloff, while still 
working in the capacity as a Minister in the Dutch Reformed Church, happened to be one of those invited to the Dakar 
Conference where he came into contact with Thabo Mbeki and Mac Maharaj, amongst others. Eloff says, 

“That perspective just changed my life. I was sceptical enough of politicians to know that … they have their own 
agenda, but what I did accept was that they were South Africans, and they needed to come back and we should 
sort it out here. So I think that gave momentum to my wish to get a peaceful settlement” (Interview, Johannesburg, 
2019).

This was followed by the IDASA Conference, titled The Freedom Charter and the Future, held in July of 1988 which 
allowed delegates to discuss the 1955 Freedom Charter. Graham says with some astonishment that, although both the 
Freedom Charter and the ANC were banned, there they were, talking about it: 

“One of the people who came to speak was Bheki Sibiya, speaking on behalf of the Black Management Forum. 
Ramaphosa spoke on behalf of the National Union of Mineworkers. Everybody was tackling this issue of if ANC are 
supporting the Freedom Charter, what does that really mean for people living in South Africa? Can we live with the 
demands of the Freedom Charter? Interestingly, Bheki Sibiya made a very strong case for a free market economy 
but was quite pessimistic because he said the balance of forces in this country is such that it is likely that we’ll end 
up with a more socialist outcome. IDASA was agnostic about the outcome, we were more interested in that the 
people actually chose the outcome then”. 

Talks with the ANC outside of South Africa continued into the 1980s. In February 1988 Dr Danie Craven (Chairman of 
the SA Rugby Board) authorised Louis Luyt (a South African business tycoon) to meet with ANC leaders Aziz Pahad and 
Essop Pahad in London. Emeritus professor of philosophy and business ethics, Willie Esterhuyse, met with Thabo Mbeki 
on 31 May 1989 in London as precursor to ANC talks with the National Intelligence Service to take place in Switzerland in 
September. Esterhuyshe was also involved in other meetings in New York, such as a conference organised by the Africa-
American Institute in November 1989 with South Africans and ANC leaders. 
 
From 13 July 1989, a colloquium on the South African Economy was held in Lausanne, Switzerland. Organised by Pieter 
Le Roux, a development economist at the University of the Western Cape, and Simon Brand, it included 57 delegates, 26 
from within South Africa41 and about 20 from within the ANC (including Tito Mboweni, Bheki Langa, Raymond Mokoena, 
Bontle Modise, and Manto Tshabalala). This colloquium was preceded by two planning meetings that le Roux had had 
with the ANC – one in a safe house in London and one at Harare airport42.

Most of these conversations were occurring without any coordination between them, and often, with little awareness 
of the other. Nevertheless, together they created momentum towards change which, over time, became impossible to 
resist.

40 Ibid.
41 Including Le Roux, Brand, Stephen Gelb, Rudolf Gouws, David Kaplan, David Lewis, Jan Lombard, Lieb Loots, Colin McCarthy, Philip Mohr, Terence 

Moll, Moses Ngoasheng, Pundy Pillay, Maria Ramos, Andre Roux, Conrad Strauss, Servaas van der Berg, and Lourens van Wyk
42 Savage, M. (2014). Trekking outward: a chronology of meetings between South Africans and the ANC in exile 1983–2000. Cape Town: University of Cape 

Town.
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As already mentioned, AAC played a central role in the political process in South Africa, 
starting with Oppenheimer’s interest in changing working conditions for black workers in 
the early 1970s. This was initially done in such a way as to avoid serious confrontation with 
the NP government43. 

By bringing in key people such as Boraine and Godsell to specifically assist in addressing labour relations within AAC, 
Oppenheimer supported the growth of black unionisation. As Godsell describes:

“It was not only the question of union rights – over time we developed a policy with regards to employees who 
disappeared or were held in detention without trial. We regarded those employees to still be in employment and 
had to be paid. We hired lawyers to protect their rights. It is a question of the values we were trying to build. We 
were trying to build a non-racial workspace in a racist society” (Interview, Zoom, 2020).

Oppenheimer furthered his influence in this regard by establishing the Urban Foundation with Rupert in 1976. Despite 
these steps, Spicer states that both Oppenheimer and Gavin Relly, who took over the chairmanship of AAC in 1982, were 
aware of the contradictions and limitations involved in the decisions they made with regards to the political process. This 
excerpt from our interview with Spicer reveals the ways in which individual business leaders in the same organisation 
differed about the best way forward:

“If you were to say between Harry Oppenheimer and Gavin Relly who was the liberal, people would say Harry, 
and Gavin was the conservative. Gavin used to say, ‘I see myself as a Progressive Conservative or a Conservative 
Progressive’ – that was his self-description, which was much more pragmatic, hugely broad-visioned. But of course 
Harry was also a statesman. Gavin pragmatically said yes to the Tri-cameral Parliament, but he said it isn’t enough, 
it isn’t right in itself, but it’s another step down a road which will make further steps absolutely inevitable. So it’s 
like opening a door which you have to open. Harry said, absolutely not. On principle, I can’t do that … The principle 
being, it has to be universal or not at all. On the mission to Lusaka, Harry said, ‘You can’t do it, you can’t go and talk 
to people involved in violence’. Gavin said, ‘No, we have to do it’” (Interview, Cape Town, 2019).

The work by Oppenheimer, Relly, Boraine, Godsell, and Spicer had a major influence on the direction the political process 
took, although their role was largely to facilitate dialogue between the political players. This included, through the 1985 
Lusaka mission, the sponsoring of the secret meetings between the ANC and Afrikaner leaders, the involvement of 
Spicer in the CBM, and the chartering of a flight at the critical moment when IFP leader Mongosuthu Buthelezi was 
threatening to boycott the election. 

In 1986 and 1987, the South African government declared a state of emergency. This included the fact that meetings 
without a magistrate’s commission became illegal, meaning that unions could no longer legally meet. According to 
Godsell, Anglo American allowed unions to have meetings on company property, and, in so doing, believes that “we 
made huge progress in job structure-promotion and training and wages and benefits in non-racial terms”. About this 
time, Godsell says, “We made a difference. What mattered for Anglo American was that only an integrated South Africa, 
a non-racial South Africa, a South Africa that recognised the rule of law and equality of all citizens would be able to grow 
the country dynamically” (Interview, Zoom, 2020).

THE CASE OF ANGLO 
AMERICAN CORPORATION

43 Makgetla, I. and Shapiro, I. (2016). Working Paper: ‘Business and the South African transition’. New Haven: Yale University.
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In the 1980s, AAC also started developing global scenarios, following the pioneering scenario work done by Shell. In 
the first place, AAC engaged in this to seek innovative ways to secure their investments amidst various global and 
local challenges. But under the leadership of Clem Sunter, ‘high road’/ ‘low road’ scenarios were developed around 
what South Africa’s ‘path to democracy’ might look like and that had a major impact on thousands of people, including 
Cabinet, government departments, ‘homeland’ governments, political parties, and associations44.

In 1990, Oppenheimer started meeting regularly with Mandela. These one-on-one meetings with Oppenheimer were 
quickly extended to incorporate other key business leaders and were chaired by Dr Conrad Strauss while Godsell 
performed the function of an organising secretary. Clive Menell represented business and ANC participants included 
Tito Mboweni, Cyril Ramaphosa, Tokyo Sexwale, Popo Molefe, and Trevor Manuel. According to Mitchie and Padayachee 
(2018)45, Godsell describes these as “getting to know you” get-togethers where no one discussed issues of macro-
economic policy or nationalisation, observing that both Oppenheimer and Mandela spoke little during the expanded 
encounters. 

But Rajab (2017)46 suggests that the gatherings encompassed wide-ranging discussions that included issues of labour 
initially, and later included the role of globalisation, free markets, and macro-economic policy. He similarly points 
out that an important aspect of Oppenheimer’s contribution “was in persuading the ANC on the merits of economic 
stewardship”. Van der Westhuizen (2007)47 suggests that the NP realised that the business community was in a better 
position to discuss economic policy with the ANC than they were.

Significantly, the AAC was one of the few businesses that, in its submission to the SATRC, apologised for “not having 
done more”48.

44 Segal, N. (2007). Breaking the mould: The role of scenarios in shaping South Africa’s future. Stellebosch: Sun Press.
45 Michie, J. and Padayachee, V. (2019). ‘South African business in the transition to democracy’. International Review of Applied Economics, 33(1): 1-10.
46 Rajab, K. (2017). A man of Africa: The political thought of Harry Oppenheimer. Cape Town: Zebra Press/Random House.
47 Van der Westhuizen, C. (2007). White power and the rise and fall of the National Party. Cape Town: Zebra Press. 
48 Nattrass, N. (1999). ‘The Truth and Reconciliation Commission on Business and Apartheid: A Critical Evaluation’. African Affairs, 98(392): 373-391.
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The CBM initially consisted of some 20 businessmen who had the express intention to 
challenge ‘National Party propaganda’, establish relationships with black leaders, and 
break the ‘socio-political logjam’ that existed at the time49. 

Through the interventions of Rosemary Greely, in establishing important connections between detained leaders, and the 
actions of Leon Cohen, CEO of PG Bison, in making office space available to the CBM, things started to gain momentum. 
By October 1987, some 40 business leaders were involved in the CBM. By 1989, they had attracted over 100 businesses 
which were initially English-speaking, although later prominent Afrikaners also joined50. 

The CBM set up regional offices and organised meetings around the country with representatives of political parties 
across the political spectrum. The CBM also held meetings with the UDF in the country and ANC leaders abroad. They 
collaborated with religious leaders to mobilise civil society groups for peace amidst the violence of the early 1990s when 
political forces were unable to find common ground51. 

Eloff describes how the CBM talked to ‘everyone’: 

“We started with the Mass Democratic Movement and UDF at the time, with leaders like Valli Moosa, Eric Mlobi. We 
also spoke, before they were banned, with Patrick Lakota, Popo Molefe, and Murphy Morobo (then-acting Public 
Secretary of the UDF), and they became the first point of call. We also spoke to other political parties who wanted 
to talk to us. We never spoke to the National Party, but we did speak to the government. So we had meetings with 
some of the ministers … We tried to speak to AZAPO, but they didn’t want to talk to us, because of their ideological 
view, and then we also spoke to the trade unions across the board. Out of that, we said, look … business is not even 
a player in the political space but we think that we should have strong discussions”.

These initial discussions were difficult. As the CBM document submitted to the SATRC states, it would not have been 
popular with their constituencies for prominent black leaders to be meeting with white business leaders. But, after 
a failed attempt by some of these prominent black leaders (notably Eric Mlobi, Murphy Morobo, Azhar Cachalia, and 
Mohammed Valli Moosa) to get business leaders to make a statement against the State of Emergency in June of 1987, 
they decided to bring black political leaders and white business leaders together in informal conversations. The home 
of Miranda and Roger Harris, two television journalists, was made available to this end, at personal cost to themselves 
(their home was placed under surveillance and Roger Harris was later interrogated and detained).

These informal meetings, held over weekends, also started with difficulty. Of the 18 business leaders invited, after 
the initial preparatory meeting, 12 excused themselves. Thus, only six business leaders were tasked with meeting the 
18-strong black leader delegation. Many of those in that group were in detention or under severe restrictions for various 
periods during this time.

Eloff describes the weekend meetings that were held between the black political leaders and white business leaders as 
follows:

“With say 20 business leaders, and 20 mass democratic people and there was an open agenda. Obviously, there 
was a lot of suspicion that we had to overcome, because the MDM guy said ‘what do you want?’ and ‘will the 
security and police be there?’ and so on. These weekends had a very predictable process. The business guys 
were usually there at two o’clock and the MDM guys would pitch up at five o’clock. We would start and … early in 
the evening there would be a total blow up on ideological issues and business would say, ‘we can’t do this’. The 

49 Consultative Business Movement: 1987-1990: A History. Part of the CBM’s submission to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.
50 Makgetla, I. and Shapiro, I. (2016). Working Paper: ‘Business and the South African transition’. New Haven: Yale University.
51 Ibid.
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MDM guy says, ‘we can’t talk to you guys’. Okay ‘no, wait, let’s have dinner’, and then we had dinner, and we had a 
few beers, and some more wine. And [at] about 11 o’clock, people were starting to get each other again, and the 
following morning, it went better”.

Eloff describes these meetings as being fairly informal, where people from different sides presented a position on a 
given issue, and this was then discussed. Eloff adds that, 

“We coined the phrase which is today used everywhere – that the country is a ‘political economy’. That was a 
foreign concept for the business people. You can imagine the business of business is business … but over time they 
found each other. I remember one specific incident when we did get AZAPO in, and I think John Hall of Barlow’s 
did a fairly straightforward thing about the economy and politics itself. AZAPO then came with a highly ideological 
thing and at some point John Hall just banged the table and said, ‘I can’t take any more of this’ and he walked out. 
We had to bring him in and we had to say, ‘no, listen and [hear] them out and we'll talk about the differences later’. 
There was a lot of energy obviously and we romanticise it when we look back, but there was also a lot of anger and 
despair, especially on the side of the MDM”.

But those involved in the CBM were a small minority of business leaders, and they weren’t necessarily very popular. As 
Graham states, 

“The business community didn’t wildly go running after them and support them and say thank you for all the work 
that you are doing. The Greek community, which I know quite well, … [wasn’t] rushing to George Bizos every day of 
the week to say what a wonderful guy you are. These things came from strong people like that, figuring out how to 
influence the institutions in which they were, and slowly but surely allow them to change and to become influential 
in constructive ways” (Interview, Johannesburg, 2020).

Significantly, the small, medium, and micro enterprises (SSMEs) were not part of the CBM or directly involved in the 
business side of the negotiations until BUSA was formed and made a concerted effort to include them. 

Nevertheless, as the document by the CBM submitted to the SATRC unequivocally states, there never was a “critical 
mass” involvement of business in the transition to democracy. In fact, the CBM document states that, until the late 
1980s, the prevailing principle was that business should not get involved in politics. By-and-large, business failed to take 
a stand against gross human rights violations and apartheid as a whole. It was only through the actions of a “creative 
minority” that certain sectors of business could be ignited into action and intervention during this explosive period. 

Many of them risked their personal safety, and even their lives, in their commitment to achieving an outcome that would 
bring peace and define the “new” South Africa. In the submission the CBM made to the TRC, it is described how a number 
of white participants, and almost all the black participants, had been detained, interrogated, and banned. Ultimately, it 
was through the CBM that business played an important role during the negotiations. This included organised business 
players ranging from the Council of South African Bankers to the Afrikaanse Handelsinstituut and the Chamber of 
Mines, although each person in the CBM was acting in their individual capacity. 
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Eloff describes De Klerk’s announcement that he was going to unban the ANC as “coming 
out of the blue”, and that “it changed the whole game”.

Meyer describes how, after the release of Mandela, South Africa entered a period of “huge political violence”, which 
“shaped the narrative of the political process at that stage”, and that political leaders, including Mandela, were not able 
to bring this under control. It was at this stage that civil society and business leaders worked together to bring about 
the Peace Accord. 

“The Peace Accord is totally underestimated in its impact that it had in the preparations for the Constitutional 
Negotiations … When the Peace Accord process started in June 1991 under the leadership of John Hall and others 
from business, there was no chance that we could conduct constitutional negotiations because there was just too 
much tension as a result of the political violence. Three months later, after the Peace Accord was negotiated and 
signed by President Mandela, President De Klerk, Buthelezi, and other political groupings, we could then start the 
next phase which was the preparations for the constitutional negotiations. In that context … if it wasn’t for the 
Peace Accord conducted and prepared under the leadership of business, we would not have seen the start of 
constitutional negotiations”.

Following the unbanning of the ANC, Eloff describes how the CBM continued to talk with the MDM, ANC, and IFP. They 
started holding workshops to discuss key areas such as business and development. In 1991, there was a conference 
on economic development, and Mandela spoke on the role of business. “You can imagine two days, lots of people and 
these issues came that business should do more and business should be part of the development itself” (Interview, Eloff, 
Johannesburg, 2019). 

The CBM formalised a project around this titled ‘The Role of Business in Transition’ (ROBIT) and published a book on this. 
The CBM also published a book on business and the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) just before 
the 1994 elections in the belief that business must play a role in this. Eloff describes the CBM’s message to business as 
being: “Unless you help the government to make the RDP work, you will be in the same trouble that you had been in 
1989”. 

The intensity of the process and its inevitable limitations are apparent in the interviews we held. The fact that these 
processes were unfolding while high level violence was occurring across the country only added to the intensity.

THE UNBANNING OF THE ANC 
AND THE RELEASE OF MANDELA
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Although far from being a perfect agreement, the signing of the National Peace Accord 
was a critical, and often undervalued, step in the transition to democracy. Particularly, it 
prepared the way for formal negotiations between the government and the ANC.

In March 1991, as violence escalated unabated throughout the country, Eloff describes how De Klerk, without consulting 
the ANC, decided there would be a national peace conference. Because they had not been consulted, the ANC immediately 
rejected it. Senior business leaders then went to De Klerk to ask him to ‘put off’ the conference. 

“He said, ‘I can’t, I can’t lose face. I’ve already done it’. They went to Mandela and said, ‘please come and join’. He said, ‘I 
can’t, I’ve already distanced myself from it’” (Interview, Eloff, Johannesburg, 2019).

General Secretary of the South African Council of Churches (SACC), Reverend Frank Chikane, and CBM organiser, Colin 
Coleman, intervened and it was decided that De Klerk’s conference would be framed as an ‘ongoing process’, and quickly 
followed by another, more inclusive one with the SACC and CBM serving as independent mediators52. 

De Klerk’s summit produced two tangible results: Buthelezi’s call for a network of ‘peace action groups’53 and the 
appointment of Dr Louw Alberts, then director of Youth for Christ in South Africa, to spearhead preparations for a new 
initiative54. Working groups were developed, and at last, on 14 September 1991, an inclusive National Peace Conference 
(NPC) took place in the Carlton Hotel in Johannesburg. Eloff describes how all the negotiating work had really been done 
between the parties by the working groups so that the NPC became a symbolic moment of signing the Accord that had 
already been prepared. The National Peace Accord was in fact signed by and represented 27 political organisations and 
national and homeland governments, bit signatories also included unions, business organisations, and religious leaders 
(Interview, Eloff, Johannesburg, 2020). 

Eloff describes how, from the NPC, a National Peace Committee was formed, and under this 273 peace committees were 
formed in “literally every little town and city in South Africa” to consider: 

“How can we, with the commitments of the Peace Accord, solve clashes in our communities? But also, very 
importantly, how can we look at socio-economic development because we understand that poverty and 
the deprivation that people have could often be part of the reasons why they fight. I’m so sorry that the new 
government closed down the Peace Secretariat because if you think of our polarisation today [and] what we could 
have done with a multi-party, multi-actor, peace committee in every town – we would have been able to handle 
racial polarisation, it would have been a development tool” (Interview, Johannesburg, 2020).

The NPA primarily focused on maintaining peace in the country, but its principles and structures also provided 
political parties an important safety net for national negotiations. It created an unprecedented country-wide network 
of structures to implement the agreement by addressing the behaviour of political parties and the security forces. It 
further addressed issues related to justice and did conflict management through participatory processes of localised 
mediation and monitoring coordinated at the regional and national level55. The NPA became an important step towards 
formal negotiations between the government and the ANC and prepared the way for the Convention for a Democratic 
South Africa (CODESA) negotiations. 

THE PEACE ACCORD

52 Gastrow, P. (1995). Bargaining for Peace: South Africa and the National Peace Accord.Washington D.C.: U.S. Institute for Peace.
53 Ibid.
54 Spies, C. (2002). ‘South Africa’s National Peace Accord: Its structures and functions’. In Barnes, C. (ed.). Owning the process: Public participation in 

peacemaking. ACCORD, Conciliation Resources, Issue 13.
55 Ibid.



20  |  The role of business in South Africa’s transition to democracy   February 2021

Six weeks later, CODESA was formed. On 13 November 1991, Mandela announced that 
the first multi-party constitutional talks would take place in the form a convention called 
the “Convention for a Democratic South Africa” (CODESA)56. The CBM played a central role 
in managing the technical aspects of CODESA, with Eloff heading up the Secretariat.

CODESA I began in December 1991, representing 19 groups, including the South African government and National 
Party; the African National Congress; the Inkatha Freedom Party; the Democratic Party; the South African Communist 
Party; the South African Indian Congress; the Coloured Labour Party; the Indian National People’s Party and Solidarity 
Party; and the leaders of the nominally independent bantustans of Transkei, Ciskei, Bophuthatswana, and Venda57. 
 
The parties signed a declaration of intent which was followed by the election of five working groups to deal with the new 
constitution, setting up the interim government, the future of homelands, the period of implementation of change, and 
the electoral system. The working groups included two representatives and two advisors from each negotiating party 
and there was a Management Committee set up of one delegate and one advisor from each of the parties. 

CODESA I helped to lay the foundation for multi-racial discussions and was followed by CODESA II which started in May 
1992. But the different parties struggled to reach agreements on several issues, especially the interim government 
and constitution. A deadlock was reached. The ANC instigated a ‘rolling mass action’ of coordinated strikes and street 
demonstrations to force the government to agree to an interim government58. 49 people were killed in the ANC 
stronghold of Boipatong and the ANC withdrew from the negotiations after Mandela accused the De Klerk government 
of being complicit in the attack59.  

Eloff says,

“CODESA failed, and the parties walked out, and then followed the Ciskei bloodbath, where the Inkatha people 
went in at night and killed people. And so the whole thing stalled. We were asked as CBM to remain there with 
skills. So for the whole of 1992, from June until December, we were there and we just watched things” (Interview, 
Johannesburg, 2020). 

Eloff describes how he was then summoned into Meyer’s office in January 1993. Ramaphosa was there, and they 
informed him that they’d be starting up the peace process again, but this time between the NP and ANC. They asked 
him, instead of Murphy60, to head up the administration as “one of the reasons why the other parties were suspicious of 
the whole process was that Murphy was an ANC member” (Interview, Johannesburg, 2020).

CODESA I AND II

56 https://www.sahistory.org.za
57 Gilliomee, H. (2012). The last Afrikaner leaders, a supreme test of power. Cape Town: Tafelberg.
58 Barnes, C. and de Klerk, E. (2002). ‘South Africa’s multi-party constitutional negotiation process’. In Barnes, C. (ed.). Owning the process: Public 

participation in peacemaking. ACCORD, Conciliation Resources, Issue 13.
59 Gilliomee, H. (2012). The last Afrikaner leaders, a supreme test of power. Cape Town: Tafelberg.
60 Murphy Morobe was a founding member and leader in the United Democratic Front.
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The bilateral negotiations between the ANC and NP, with key negotiators from both sides being Ramaphosa and Meyer, 
were critical since political uncertainty and violence had increased with the collapse of CODESA I. A few months later, a 
Record of Understanding was signed, and a Multi-Party Negotiation Process (MPNP) began. It was not a perfect process, 
but critical lessons were learnt from CODESA. The MPNP was structured in ways to deal far more effectively with the 
issues that CODESA raised. There were various interruptions and risks leading up to the 1994 transition, but the MPNP 
led to the constitutional negotiations61. 

Eloff states that Meyer and Ramaphosa saw themselves as the ‘guardians of the process’, with their political parties each 
having the most to lose: 

“Because the ANC knew it was going to be the government. The National Party, they wanted the ANC to become 
the government as soon as possible and not have an economic wasteland. And the National Party thought that 
they could gain sufficient support if they did it as quickly as possible and so they agreed on that … They decided 
27th of April 1994 and I said to them – I was the secretary – I said, you’re not going to make it, and they said we 
better make it” (Interview, Johannesburg, 2020).

Other political parties that had been left out of this process, particularly those at the radical right, were, according 
to Barnes and De Klerk (2002)62, “appalled” by the agreement, and this led the IFP and SACP to join with a number of 
homeland governments and Afrikaner parties to form the Concerned South Africans Group (COSAG; later called the 
Freedom Alliance). They called for the agreement to be discarded and Buthelezi threatened secession.

61 Eloff, T.1(994). The process of giving birth. In De Villiers, B (Ed.), Birth of a Constitution. Juta, Cape Town. 
62 Barnes, C. and de Klerk, E. (2002). ‘South Africa’s multi-party constitutional negotiation process’. In Barnes, C. (ed.). Owning the process: Public 

participation in peacemaking. ACCORD, Conciliation Resources, Issue 13.
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Towards the end of 1992, there was a move towards resuming multilateral negotiations 
and by January 1993, the members of COSAG agreed to resume multi-party talks. There 
was a desire to dissociate these talks from CODESA and so they were named the Multi-
Party Negotiating Process (MPNP), which began on 1 April 1993. 

Its 26 participants included political parties, national and homeland government representatives, and traditional 
leaders63. The MPNP was structured along technical working groups working on key areas. 

Attempts were made to derail these negotiations, including through the assassination of Chris Hani64 and escalating 
violence in the country. The CBM, which continued to play a central role in supporting these negotiations, together 
with COSATU, put pressure on the participants to “demand swift settlement”65. There were several points at which the 
negotiations almost fell apart, including the IFP’s demand for a debate on a federal constitution, and the rejection of 
the request for an Afrikaner homeland, which resulted in “several hundred white paramilitaries stormed the negotiating 
chambers at the World Trade Centre in late June, roughing up the delegates”66. 

In June 1993, when the MPNP set the date for the election as being 27 April 1994, violence in the country intensified. 
According to Barnes and De Klerk (2002)67, “In the early hours of 18 November 1993, the Negotiating Council adopted 
a comprehensive package agreement – including an electoral act and the interim constitution giving legal basis for 
the transitional institutions and specifying non-negotiable constitutional principles – that became the basis for South 
Africa’s democratisation pact”. 

During these negotiations, the interim constitution was developed, whilst the CBM was working on a range of economic 
initiatives and discussions about the future of the economy. At this stage, with change imminent, far more business 
leaders and organisations were engaging with these discussions. 

During this tense and difficult process, Meyer describes how, 

“During the negotiations we had ongoing interaction with business: business was in the room demanding their 
aspirations, like labour did … I can recall in the final stages of the drafting of the constitution where we had 
delegations waiting outside the door, first from labour and then from business, and putting forward their demands 
from their perspectives and we had to find the right wording that could satisfy both needs … Business played a 
constructive role in that they came forward when asked to do so, took some of their own initiatives, and made their 
own points of view that was very clear to us and that was constructive … They also tried in other ways to play a 
role, for instance to bring the Inkatha Freedom Party back to the negotiating table at a stage when there were clear 
indications the IFP might not take part in the first democratic election. But it was business who took the initiative 
and tried to influence that” (Interview, Zoom, 2020). 

Graham describes that the purpose of the Constitution, as it was being negotiated in 1993, was not to ‘solve’ all South 
Africa’s problems, but to start with identifying values and principles everyone could share. 

“So we went for values and then we tried to figure out how to write those values into the Law, into the Constitution. 
So that’s why, when the Constitutional Court had to certify the 1996 Constitution, they were able to judge it against 
the 34 principles – because we’ve already agreed those. In the end, if you go for values, then you have to come 
to terms with non-racialism, non-sexism, equality, dignity. And a lot of the discussion from ‘96 onwards has been 
what do those things mean now?” (Interview, Johannesburg, 2019).

Significantly, Graham suggests that there were two questions that needed to be answered at that time. The first was 
“who are the people” and the second, “how do they manage power?” The question of who the ‘people’ are remains 
unresolved: 

“I really feel like we’ve regressed in our understanding of who the people are and here’s definitely those old 
tendencies of assuming certain people are legitimate people and other people are not people, in the terms of our 
democratic state” (Interview, Johannesburg, 2019).

63 Ibid.
64 Chris Hani was the General-Secretary of the South African Community Party (SACP) and was assassinated on 10 April 1993 by Janusz Walus. The 

assassination was tied to the Afrikaner Weerstandbeweging (AWB), an Afrikaner nationalist political party and paramilitary organisation founded in 
1973 by Eugene Terblanche. 

65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid.
67 Ibid.

MULTI-PARTY NEGOTIATIONS 
AND THE INTERIM CONSTITUTION
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THE ELECTION STORY

Even though a date for elections had been set, the IFP and Freedom Alliance again 
threatened to disrupt the progress towards those elections on the basis that the interim 
constitution was “insufficiently federal” and, for the IFP, presented a threat to the status of 
King Goodwill Zwelethini and the Zulu nation68. 

Southall (1994) describes several factors that ensured the IFP participated in the elections at the last minute: that the 
ANC and NP deemed the election date sacrosanct, that the “democratic transition would occur whatever obstacles 
were put in its way”, that the Freedom Alliance fell apart, and that the ANC and NP made concessions to Buthelezi. This 
included, on the ANC side, that the King would be given ‘special status’, and on the side of the NP, that the IFP would 
have rights over the land in what was then the KwaZulu homeland. 

What Southhall doesn’t discuss is the role of religious and business leaders who were working behind-the-scenes 
to convince Buthelezi to participate. This was particularly urgent, as violence was increasing between ANC and IFP 
members in what was then known as the Pretoria-Witwatersrand-Vereeniging triangle and in the rural areas of what 
was then the Natal province. This violence has later been attributed in part to right wing and security force (so-called 
‘third force’) interference in order to destabilise the transition to democracy. The media was warning of a “blood bath” 
and South Africans were preparing for a large-scale civil war.

Eloff describes how, three weeks prior to the elections, Jacob Zuma made a deal to bring an international group led by 
Henry Kissinger into the country. He did this as Buthelezi had said he would not participate unless there was international 
mediation. But Ramaphosa and Meyer did not want international intervention at any cost.

One of Kissinger’s teams included Washington Aggrey Jalang’o Okumu, a Kenyan diplomat who had good rapport with 
Buthelezi. Thanks to a jet chartered by AAC, he shuttled between Mandela, Zuma (who represented Mandela at the 
time), and Dani Schutte, the then-Minister of Home Affairs and head of the NP’s electoral affairs69.

Eloff describes how Okumu intervened:

“He basically said to him, you know, you can win this one round but you will be forced to flee to the hills of KwaZulu-
Natal for the rest of your life, don’t do this. Okuma, together with some other players, was instrumental. We as 
business helped too. We flew to Port Elizabeth [with a plane from Anglo American] where Mandela was talking 
in Cape Town. Eventually they decided, okay, we will put the last signal to the IFP. So, that aborted international 
mediation at least had the result that it was a fairly inclusive election” (Interview, Johannesburg, 2020).

The elections themselves were a momentous occasion, a “major democratic achievement”70. Friedman (2014) suggests 
that the outcome was the result of a negotiated settlement, rather than of vote-counts, in order to ensure that the 
IFP would secure KwaZulu-Natal, the NP maintained 20% of the vote share and the position of Deputy President, and 
thereby prevent the ANC from having a two-thirds majority and unilaterally writing the final Constitution, and claims 
that it was this that finally saved South Africa from a civil war. 

High levels of violence continued until the late 1990s, particularly in KwaZulu-Natal, but the scales had tipped and 
steady progress was made towards solidifying a new democratic order. In the economic realm, of priority was the 
establishment of structures that would allow government, business, and labour to negotiate the complete revision of 
the Labour Relations Act and the development of several other policies and legislature that would bring much needed 
reforms into the workplace.

68 Southall, R. (1994). ‘The South African Elections of 1994: The Remaking of a Dominant-Party State’. The Journal of Modern African Studies, 32(4): 629-
655.

69 https://www.worldwidechristianpublications.com/the-virgin-birth-eastern-customs/prayer-brings-south-africa-miracle/ 
70 Jung, C. and Shapiro, I. (1995). ‘South Africa’s Negotiated Transition: Democracy, Opposition, and the New Constitutional Order’. Politics & Society, 
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NEDLAC came into being through the combined efforts of the unions, specifically COSATU 
and NACTU, and the employer body, Business Unity South Africa (then Business South 
Africa). They worked strategically to transform the NP governments’ NMC into a tripartite 
body for negotiation, which obligated the state to consult with labour before altering any 
labour legislation.

They also compelled the establishment of the National Economic Forum (NEF) which emerged from the CODESA 
negotiations as a parallel arena for economic negotiation to the ongoing political negotiations, engaging the state on 
economic policy orientation and restructuring. 

These two bodies would be the precursors to the establishment of the National Economic Development and Labour 
Council (NEDLAC). The NEF and NMC were integrated into NEDLAC by an Act of Parliament, number 35 of 1994, establishing 
NEDLAC as a statutory body and endowing NEDLAC with far more power than any of its tripartite forbearers, or any 
similar bodies in existence worldwide. The NEDLAC Act also recognised the stakeholders eligible for membership which 
included organised labour, represented by NACTU, FEDSAL, and COSATU; government; representatives of development 
and community organisations; as well as representation by business, represented by the National African Federated 
Chambers of Commerce (NAFCOC) and BSA, later BUSA71. 

Tanya Cohen, former head of Business Unity South Africa, describes how, in the late 1990s, she became involved in 
some of the legislative processes that were emerging, such as employment equity and skills development, 

“So we went through about five years we were looking at employment policies in general and how do you try 
and stimulate an environment that’s more conducive for employment and skills development, something we still 
haven’t cracked” (Interview, Zoom, 2020). 

The great achievement of NEDLAC and the NEDLAC Act is the constitutional provision of far-reaching rights in consultation 
for social and development organisations, labour organisations, and business in the formulation of government’s 
economic and labour policy while also providing something of a check on government’s ability to autonomously 
implement policy without consultation with the relevant stakeholders. The fact that this right is entrenched in legislation 
guarantees social organisations, business, and labour representation in the policy making process and none of these 
stakeholders has to expand any resources in getting their voices heard or their concerns raised72. 

However, since 1994, the role of business in NEDLAC has been limited. It has been a challenge for BUSA as representatives 
of business to speak as one voice and it has fractured further over the years, which has complicated business and 
government interactions. BUSA continues to struggle to “recognise the needs of established business that required a 
national mandated umbrella body which could articulate its views in NEDLAC and parliament, and those of many black 
members who were focused almost exclusively on transformation issues”73.

This reflects the ongoing struggle of business to transform itself, and though a political transformation took place in the 
1980s and 1990s, the economic transformation was largely ignored. 

71 Gostner, K & Joffe, A. (1998). Negotiating the future: Labour’s role in NEDLAC. Law, Democracy and Development, 2: 132-133. 
72 Ibid: 137.
73 Spicer, M. (2016). ‘The Business Government Relationship: What Has Gone Wrong?’ The Journal of the Helen Suzman Foundation, 78.
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Considering that labour relations legislature, and particularly the Labour Relations 
Amendment Act in 1988, resulted in deep levels of structural discrimination, the complete 
revision of this legislature forms an important part of the discussion about the role of 
business in the transition.  

Labour relations law in South Africa was governed by the Labour Relations Act 28 of 1956, which was structured, 
almost unchanged, on the 1924 Industrial Conciliation Act, which was based on the Rand Revolt of 1922. The legislature 
was contradictory and difficult to follow and in 1994 there were multiple layers of contradictory legislature in place 
to manage labour relations, including the general Labour Relations Act, the Public Service Labour Relations Act, the 
Agricultural Labour Relations Act, and the Education Labour Relations Act74. An integrated legislative framework for 
regulating labour relations in South Africa was needed. This led to the establishment by government of a Ministerial 
Task Team to draft a new Labour Relations Act in July 1994. The final legislation appeared in November 1995.

Vic Van Vuuren, who was involved in this process, says, 

“When we negotiated the various pieces of labour legislation I think it was difficult and it was time consuming but 
there were some issues that stood out that really became contentious, like the right to strike. When we looked at 
the Labour Relations Act … many of the employers argue that there isn’t an inherent right to strike. But if you look 
at the South African Constitution, it has the right to strike”.

The challenges in the negotiation process weren’t necessarily with government and labour, according to Van Vuuren 
(Interview, Zoom, 2020), but “within our own [business] constituencies” due to the diverse ideas about the direction the 
labour legislation should take.

The Task Team was overseen by Halton Cheedle, a lawyer familiar with the labour environment. Bokkie Botha represented 
business and Sam Shilowa the unions. Bokkie Botha describes these negotiations as being “absolutely incredible”:

“We used to negotiate into the early hours of the morning. The fact … was that, at the end of these meetings, once 
we had reached agreement on a part of what we wanted, we would get together and have a few a few drinks 
together. 

That period was taking place … up until the beginning of the new government. Then when the new government 
came, it was taking some of those things that we had debated and discussed, and putting them into legislation. 
NEDLAC was a part of it. 

Eventually, my role was that I ended up spending a lot of time in Geneva, at the ILO, [where] I sat on the governing 
body as the business representative from South Africa and Ebrahim Patel was the labour representative … There 
were lots … of occasions for debate and discussion … Obviously we were also socialising … Not in the sense of 
going out and having social do’s with our families, but certainly … many of us were quite good friends”.

Bokkie Botha stresses that what was important during those negotiations was process rather than result: “what were 
the things you were going to do in the process to get understanding from all sides?” (Interview, Zoom, 2020).  

But he sees the Labour Relations Act as something political opponents to it never fully understood: 

“I don’t think they understood that these were the things that were being developed for people. I mean, at least 
now, when we started having this dreadful thing of COVID-19, there was some protection for people that has 
existed … I’m critical of some aspects of it but I think that the way of working together, the fact that people could 
work together, and that conflict was sort of channelled, in a sense, through legislation is important”.

74 Botha and Mischke (1997)
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As has been apparent throughout this report, for many business elites, the limitations to 
economic growth as a result of apartheid policies in South Africa in the 1980s threatened 
the sustainability of business interests in the country. As a result, a number of these elites 
felt compelled to intervene – whether for self-interest, moral conviction, or as Spicer, 
formerly of Anglo America, stated, “enlightened self-interest” (Interview, Cape Town, 2019). 

Although the idea of enlightened self-interest has been critiqued as masking the ways in which business sought to 
simply protect their interests at any cost75, we would argue that a fuller, more nuanced picture is needed to understand 
the motivations and aspirations of the time.

As Roelf Meyer states:

“There was an expectation that SA would end up in a bloody Civil War – it was a devastating task that was put on 
our shoulders to find a peaceful outcome. The tensions were very high – the expectations also. Like it goes with 
these processes, sometimes we go one step forward and two steps backward and then you have to recover lost 
ground and make up for it. These were tense times – we had breakdowns in these negotiations, we had to do it 
ourselves, it was learning through experience, step by step as we go forward. We succeeded in designing what 
we had to do, together. We took ownership of the problems jointly, and also of the outcome. It was a joint effort, 
particularly the ANC as leading liberation movement and the NP which was in government holding the power that 
had to be dismantled” (Interview, Meyer, Zoom, 2020).

In terms of why business got involved, Graham describes how there was a gradual shift by actors who initially may have 
supported the apartheid establishment but then realised how untenable it was, and that when they started to emerge 
in support of the democratic alternative, discovered there were ‘allies’. But as they started to emerge, a diversity of 
interests, as well as fears, became apparent: 

“One was fear of ‘black Africa’ and everybody assumed that if South Africa changed, it would become a failed state. 
Fear of communism – everybody assumed that if South Africa changed, everything would be nationalised, people 
would lose their property and so on. And then fear of retribution. People were genuinely afraid that if we had a 
democratic South Africa, it would be retribution against those who held power” (Interview, Johannesburg, 2019). 

These were fears that needed to be addressed in order for a number of business elites to come on board. In order 
to address these fears, Cas Coovadia describes how he encouraged business to weigh up the fears alongside the 
opportunities. Coovadia’s approach in compelling businesses to take action was to stress the need to sustain and protect 
business interest (Interview, Johannesburg, 2020). He identifies Botha’s Rubicon Speech as the moment when business 
started to act, as “it started having a severe impact on the economy of this country”. It was at this stage that the decision 
was made to “make the country ungovernable” (Interview, Johannesburg, 2020). Coovadia says, 

“We had sanctions and that started biting, we had sports boycotts and that started biting, and I think business began 
to see that if there isn’t a change, they are going to get cut off from the global economy” (Interview, Johannesburg, 
2020). 

75 Chabane, N., Roberts, S. and Goldstein, A. (2006). ‘The changing face and strategies of big business in South Africa: more than a decade of political 
democracy’. Industrial and corporate change, 15(3): 549-577.

MOTIVES AND ASPIRATIONS



February 2021   The role of business in South Africa’s transition to democracy  |  27

Khalik Mayet describes how  he was working with the Transvaal Indian Congress to assist the business community:

“to feel that the process of change was not something that was potentially going to be harmful or detrimental to 
their own financial interests. It was important for them to support the struggle for change. It was important for 
them to realise that their own economic position would potentially be enhanced by the process of change and that 
all the impediments that were imposed on them by the apartheid system – that we would try and eliminate those 
and eradicate those so that they themselves could flourish in a changed environment” (Interview, Zoom, 2020). 

For Eloff and the CBM, the “organisation was formed by 40 individual business leaders who realised that unless business 
took a hand, that we’re heading for a big, big crash”, and that “if we don’t do anything, we will inherit an economic 
wasteland and our companies will be down the drain too” (Interview, Johannesburg, 2019). The impending sense of a 
‘big, big crash’ was enough to compel some towards action.

Even for those embedded in business, business interests didn’t exist in a vacuum, as it were. They had children who 
were perhaps involved in student protests, or wives in the Black Sash76. As Graham states: 

“I wanted to talk about personal agency because these business institutions like the Consultative Business 
Movement, like the National Business Initiative, like the Urban Foundation, they like many other change agents in 
South Africa were created by individuals who were using their place within the institution they knew best and in 
which they had influence to push for change. So, when you talk about the role of business in a transition, you have 
to at least partly look at who those individuals were and at the things which were driving them and making them 
feel that things could be different”.

Eloff describes the ways in which enlightened self-interest provided a double motivation to act: 

“I always say that the nice thing about business involvement in transition periods is what others have called 
enlightened self-interest. I think that’s a stronger drive than just a moral drive because if you are driven by the fact 
that you must do good, but you must also do well for yourself and your company and for the country, it just gives 
you more of a drive” (Interview, Johannesburg, 2019). 

He elaborates that even for those who weren’t necessarily sympathetic towards the ANC it was clear that the ANC, with 
its obvious majority support, had to be part of the long-term solutions. 

But those who were advocating for change within business were few and far between. As Martin Kingston said, 

“I’m sure those [who] were part of those engagements in the early 1990s … understood both the political dimension 
and the economic dimension, and tried as best as they could to mediate a transition which was reflective of what 
was required. But the truth is that those people were for the most part in a minority” (Interview, Zoom, 2020).

Of these, few were perhaps aware of the radical transformation that would be required in the long-term, not only of the 
political terrain, but also the economic and social terrains. As Kingston says, 

“I think that there were some very well intentioned and very far-sighted steps that were taken by the business 
community, but I don’t think that they had a real and full understanding of what was required … I don’t believe 
necessarily that the business community expected there to be a fundamental change to the status quo and, of 
course, a fundamental change is exactly what was – and indeed still is – required”.

But for those individuals who used their positions of relative influence within the business environment to mediate in 
the political process, the commitment, dedication, and positive intention towards change is evident. 

76 The Black Sash was formed in 1955 by six white women. It was a liberal, non-violent women’s resistance organisation that became advocates to 
those affected by the apartheid laws. They held protests and demonstrations, spoke at political meetings, brought cases of injustice to the attention 
of their Members of Parliament, and kept vigils outside Parliament and government offices.
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From the time of his resistance of the apartheid system until the advent of South Africa’s 
new democracy, Archbishop Desmond Tutu advocated for a ‘politics of hope’77. This made 
sense in 1994, as the much-feared civil war, the ‘big crash’, had been averted and Mandela 
was at last to be instated as leader of the South African nation. 

Countering this, since 1994, has been the emergence of the ‘politics of disappointment’,78 largely as a result of the lack of 
economic transformation, and the ongoing poverty in the country79. Many have written about how the initial euphoria of 
the new democracy gave way to disillusionment, and perhaps even a sense of betrayal and resentment80.  

Graham suggests that most people at the time believed their aspirations had in fact been met: 

“We hadn’t dealt with it properly but the majority of people … did not feel they had sold out. They really felt 
positive about what they had created and if you go and talk to Albie Sachs, you will discover that he felt we got 
what we wanted ... People did not come out of the negotiation, the Constitution, feeling that we failed” (Interview, 
Johannesburg, 2019).

But he points out that several things had been underestimated during the negotiations, including the bankruptcy of 
the state, the ability of the new civil service to absorb all the civil servants, and the serious problems that existed in 
the homelands. What had also been underestimated was how long reconstruction would take. “We assumed we could 
get it done in five years”, says Graham. “We did a hell of a lot in five years. I mean, we integrated all these Education 
Departments, the Health Department. We passed I think 500 new laws in that five-year period. So when Mandela went, 
I think he felt we’ve really done a good job here” (Interview, Johannesburg, 2019).

But after that 1995 to 2000 period, he describes how we became “more realistic about the assets available to us, and 
lack of assets” as well as the “constraints internationally”. He suggests that this led to a too cautious response: 

“During the first five years of the Government of National Unity, we weren’t radical enough, by which I don’t mean 
we should have chosen necessarily a socialist path or any path, but we should have fought harder to figure out how 
to construct new institutions. So, it’s a disappointment to many of us, I’m sure” (Interview, Johannesburg, 2019).

Meyer similarly asserts: 

“We should have embarked on a stronger path of economic transformation and business itself failed their task in 
that regard. South Africa cannot be expected to function on a pure market economy and that may have been the 
desire of business. We have to look at other models that are actually functioning very well like in Germany and 
Japan” (Interview, Zoom, 2020).

Van Vuuren states that looking back “I’m very satisfied with the way that the transformation process went” but that the 
problem has been lack of implementation from all sides.  Raymond Parsons captures the reality simply, stating that 
South Africans had to engage the human and economic consequences of the apartheid system.

77 Cuthbertson, G. (2008). ‘South Africa’s democracy: from celebration to crisis’. African Identities, 6(3): 293-304.
78 Field, S. (2008). nd The politics of disappointment: Trauma, healing and regeneration in postapartheid South Africa. Manuscrito gentilmente cedido 

pelo autor.
79 Ibid.
80 Seekings, J. (2007). Poverty and inequality after apartheid. Working Paper. Centre for Social Science Research, University of Cape Town.

THE RESULTS AT THE TIME 
AND OVER TIME
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As Justice Johan Kriegler states:

“Of course, [the transition] is not a complete success and it is not a complete failure … the purely formal transition 
from the old to the new, the opening of the door and the passing through the doorway into the new room/building 
was a success. We got over the threshold; we have failed to get up the staircase … we have not done what we ought 
to have done, what we could have done, and what we should have done. I am most acutely aware, I am painfully 
aware, that there are millions of people for whom the new South Africa has brought nothing … [I]t brings tears to 
my eyes … we have in many respects failed and I don’t believe the transition, the Constitution, the dedication of the 
leaders that brought us to this settlement were fallacious … I don’t believe that they were ineffectual. I think that 
it is the conduct of South Africans in the 20 years, 25 years since our entry into the new building that has defouled 
the place” (Interview, Zoom, 2020).

Mayet affirms much of this, saying progress has been made, but “the trajectory of growth of business in the Indian and 
African and Coloured community could have been steeper, could have been a lot more dynamic”. He goes on to say,  

“I do think that we’re still dealing with quite a bit of marginalisation that still exists. There is still a larger kind of 
inequality that exists. Opportunity for business in the broader Black community – by this I mean Indian, African, 
and Coloured – have not reached the points that we would have liked it to have reached. So, I do think that from 
an aspiration point of view and from a reality point of view so many years down the line there is a bit of a kind of 
divergence that is concerning. What is happening currently with service delivery failures, what is happening with 
corruption in this country is some of those aspects that have hampered our ability to try and address those kind of 
disparities and have hampered our ability to attain some of the socio-economic objectives … I think that those are 
challenges of a unique nature which we still need to address” (Interview, Zoom, 2020).

If we look at the results over time, as Kingston puts it, “almost every metric has got worse”:

“Whether it is unemployment, whether it is the calibre of education, whether it is the opportunities that are 
available to all – including and particularly to black South Africans. That has fuelled, I believe, a level of resentment 
that the promises that were made … in a democratic, post-apartheid South Africa have not been fulfilled. In some 
ways of course they have, but in many ways they have not. When people do not have the wherewithal, the means 
to alleviate or address poverty, or unemployment, or inequality – and those three as we all know are the hallmarks 
of South African societ[y] today. Yet we can see that business has flourished to a greater or lesser extent, then that 
resentment is fuelled and it is easy to incite a populist emotion. That emotion is travelled against business and 
capital formation, for example” (Interview, Zoom, 2020). 

Godsell identifies the problem to have been compounded by the fact that business “handed over the fate and future of 
the country to professional politicians” instead of remaining involved in the way they were during the transition. 

“We have not gone backwards – this is a much better society than pre-1994 – but the justice agenda is far from being 
completely addressed … I don’t think things have gotten worse in South Africa for all of us … What is terrifyingly 
high is the unemployment rate of young people … [and] the destruction of jobs through AI, and as an important 
collective elite – business-labour-government elite – if we don’t close the gap between what we promised and what 
young people experience then things will burn” (Interview, Zoom, 2020).

The bottom line is that the political transition did not result in the economic transition that was anticipated. Tanya 
Cohen’s experience when she was CEO of BUSA (2017-2019), however, indicates that business leaders are well aware 
of this:  

“So, one of the things that I made when I was at BUSA in my role when I was CEO, was the business approach to 
economic transformation and that was in itself a really interesting process because I had just started as CEO. I 
spoke to all the membership and I had one-on-one conversations with them and I asked them, ‘what are your top 
three priorities that, if you were me, you will be focusing on in this role with BUSA?’ Without exception, every single 
one of the business associations mentioned transformation” (Interview, Zoom, 2020).
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As a result of this, BUSA started a process of forming a position for business on transformation, which was the first time 
there was an ‘organised business position’. In the very process of doing this, Cohen suggests that “we went through a 
transformational process by engaging on it”. 

“You had different business voices coming in from the different parts of the colour spectrum, from different 
genders, from all small business, big business, different sectors – all coming together and finding a common 
position eventually [regarding] transformation. For me, it was incredibly empowering because we had a position 
at the end of it. We didn’t have to be … and I wouldn’t say embarrassed, but uncertain about what to say on certain 
issues. It became clear at the end of that process that transformation actually fitted into every single part of policy 
… It’s all around and if its economic policy, it’s how do you grow the economy and the only way you grow the 
economy is by being more inclusive” (Interview, Zoom, 2020). 

The tendency, though, is to focus on what the government has or has not done. Songezo Zibi, instead, asked what 
business can and should be doing.

“I believe that once you have the demographic transformation in terms of age of the leadership in business you 
will begin to see a different role for business, a more socially conscious role. [T]he millennials are more ethically 
inclined, they are more concerned about social justice, climate justice” (Interview, Zibi, Zoom, 2020).
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The ‘who’ of business has changed. No longer do ‘ten chaps own the economy’. Business 
has fragmented and diversified making it more difficult to talk about ‘who owns the 
economy’. In this context, what is the role of business in our current crises? What could 
and should business be doing as we face the economic fallout of the lockdown that was 
instated in South Africa and globally, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic?

Parsons describes the many factors that shaped the transition: “the constraints of the time, power balance, who were 
the personalities”, and states that “the business role at its collective and policy level was pushed as hard as one could”. In 
the current climate, he argues that there are too many voices representing ‘business’ making it difficult to form a united 
front. However, he sees the COVID-19 pandemic as a crisis that may bring business together. 

“In COVID-19 we see again the challenge of a common enemy and this has led to the formation of Business for 
South Africa, to engage with government on COVID-19 and the future performance of the growth economy. Will it 
hold together? In the broader historical perspective in South Africa, unity seems to be very event-driven: democracy 
in 1994, the Rugby World Cup, Fifa, the Global recession, and then COVID-19 – and in all these we all rallied. We 
have to find the institutions that will sustain that moment. I am hoping that under President Ramaphosa we will 
have more success” (Interview, Zoom, 2020).

The government established the Solidarity Fund on 23 March 2020 as a rapid response vehicle in the “fight against the 
COVID-19 pandemic”, to which the daughter of Oppenheimer immediately donated R1billion81. The Fund works closely 
with government and business, but aims to be “independent of both of them”82. 

But beyond the Solidarity Fund, Mayet says that businesses has played  “an incredible role during this COVID-19 crisis”. 
He describes the numerous conversations between ‘business’ and government around the lockdown, and especially in 
relation to food security and providing personal protective equipment for the health industry.  

Roelf Meyer affirms that during level five of South Africa’s lockdown government and business worked closely together: 

“I was intimately involved in what has unfolded in the last few months with regards the [l]ockdown and I think the 
relationship between government and the private sector was exceptional … We had a whole period of interaction 
on a daily basis, between government and the private sector, and from my own experience during this period, it 
can work if there is a desire to find a workable solution. The integration of understanding between the two sides 
… [and] the handling of COVID-19 in SA has been pretty successful”.

81 https://www.businesslive.co.za/bd/national/2020-04-01-mary-oppenheimer-donates-to-coronavirus-fighting-solidarity-fund/
82 https://solidarityfund.co.za/about/

LESSONS FOR COVID-19
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Meyer adds that this was based on work undertaken over the past two years to establish: 

“a platform called the Public-Private-Growth-Initiative. The whole idea is to get business on a sectoral level to speak 
to government. We are in the phase where government is promoting the District Developmental Model, in other 
words at the local level … We can do the same – bring these partnerships between business and local authorities 
to advance the life of people at the local level”.

In addition to these local level partnerships, Mayet points out that “big business is looking for solutions for SSMEs, 
instead of allowing SSMEs [to have] their say in the conversation about themselves”. Van Vuuren describes how the 
informal sector is going to increase as a result of COVID-19, as people “fall out” of the formal sector. Considering that 
during the negotiation process big business dominated at the cost of small business and the informal sector, this may 
bring about much-needed realignment of understanding ‘who business is’ in times of transition.   

Godsell, for example, redically states that the workers own the economy, and that rather than having politicians make 
decisions about COVID-19, growth, unemployment, and so on, these issues became points for national debate in which 
trade unions, business, and community-based organisations take part: “I think there is a chance that we can go back 
to our Prague Spring (1990-1994) of re-capturing that heady, idealistic hope … [but] the only way back is through a 
completely re-invigorated social dialogue”.

PERHAPS WE CAN CONCLUDE THE REPORT WITH THESE WORDS FROM MEYER:

“Business must fulfil its requirements by providing new opportunities for South Africans with employment. Businesses’ 
growth ideals must be such that they build and strengthen the economy and provide a bigger revenue base for 
government. To do this they need to be interactive with government and government also needs to listen to the private 
sector, specifically on the question of what impediments or inhibitors exist that need to be removed to make business 
successful.

What we are seeing, though, is that different actors are playing too much in their own spaces. The president has tried 
to enforce in the last few months closer co-operation through NEDLAC between the different sectors – business, 
government, and labour – and it seems to me that this level of co-operation has produced better results.

We have to go deeper and ask ourselves: this economic model that we are busy with, is it really satisfying the needs of 
the country? [M]y guess is the answer is no. We need to look at models that are working in other situations, in places 
like Germany and the Nordic countries, like the social-market economy … Once you accept this kind of a framework 
of the model, it has an impact not only in terms of outcomes but also with regards the generators … like, for instance, 
education”.
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83 Nattrass, N. (1999). ‘The Truth and Reconciliation Commission on Business and Apartheid: A Critical Evaluation’. African Affairs, 98(392): 373-391.
84 Ibid.
85 Spicer, M. (2016). ‘The Business Government Relationship: What Has Gone Wrong?’ The Journal of the Helen Suzman Foundation, Issue 78.
86 Marias, N. and Davies, J. (2015). ‘The Role of the Business Elite in South Africa’s Democratic Transition:  Supporting an Inclusive Political and Economic 

Transformation’. IPS Paper 8. Berghof Foundation.

CONCLUSION
Business may seem like an unlikely player in a peace process. Inevitably, business has 
interests to protect. The TRC investigated the role of business in apartheid and found that 
although “some sectors of business were more involved with the apartheid regime than 
others ... most businesses were culpable by virtue of having benefited from operating in 
a racially structured environment”83. But just as there were some who were particularly 
implicated, there were other businesses and individuals whose actions contributed to 
averting a crisis of far greater proportions in South Africa.

Nattrass argues that this resulted in a missed opportunity of holding accountable those elements of business that 
had more power and influence, and a greater responsibility, and thus took “the heat off the powerful players”84. But 
just as there were some who were particularly implicated, there were other businesses and individuals whose actions 
contributed to averting a crisis of far greater proportions in South Africa. 

This discussion points to the question of what the role of business is in politics and the relationship between state 
and business. Spicer, both in his interview with us in October 2018 and in other forums, has stressed the increasing 
dysfunctionality of the relationship between the state and business since 1994. Spicer has described how initially, in the 
‘new South Africa’, then-president Mandela worked very closely with business through a variety of working groups and 
forums. The Mbeki administration, however, distanced itself more and more from big business, and during the Zuma 
administration the formal relationship deteriorated altogether. 

Part of the problem has been that South Africa has struggled to find itself between neoliberal and neo-Marxists 
economics, shifting focus between the role of the market and the state. Debates continue to revolve around options 
of growth or redistribution, pro-poor or jobless growth, and between a welfare state or state capitalism. Even the 
most recent economic recovery plan released on 8 July 2020 by the ANC (2020), titled “Reconstruction, Growth and 
Transformation: Building a New inclusive Economy” (RGT) reflects this. The plan attempts to balance stabilising labour 
markets as well as capital markets by investing in both labour and capital respectively. It also includes government and 
market reforms, and casts itself as capable of balancing between market-led growth and government-led redistribution. 
However, it abandons the idea of market-led small business growth and proposes a redistributive framework in support 
of small enterprises with a strong interventionist state. 

South Africa faces serious challenges due to the burden of the apartheid past, the growing debt trap, and an increasingly 
fractious liberation movement held together more by referencing the divided past than building the unified future85. 
Spicer has expressed the need to “build a new strategy of engagement with government that is based on a clear view of 
the need to facilitate the structural impediments to higher economic growth, including failed political leadership. But it 
will require even bolder leadership from black and white business leaders and greater investment in more unified and 
effective business organisations”.

The honeymoon of the 1994 political transition is over and the contribution of business to transformation in South Africa 
post-1994 continues to be perceived with scepticism. But transformation is never done and another transformation 
of the private sector to extend the bounds of inclusivity is still needed. A progressive and bold business community 
requires recognition that change and transformation is an ongoing process that should be applied to both within itself 
and within the broader society. 

With COVID-19 and the crises that the country faces, renewed vigour from the private and public sector is required to 
impact public policy for broader transformation politically, economically, as well as within the business sector – to achieve 
systemic change in ways that benefits the broader society and simultaneously improves the business environment86.  

As the CBM document submitted to the TRC states, “If much can be achieved by a few dedicated people, extraordinary 
things can be achieved by many”.
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