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How corporate South Africa exploits Africa
By Simba Chitando, member of the Cape and Johannesburg Bars

Corporate South Africa has changed its tune, rather oppor-
tunistically, on Africa. It has left behind the policy and culture of
openly distancing itself from Africa’s challenges and mocking
it’s shortcomings, to embracing the continent as one would an
old friend. After vigorous advertising and rebranding, many from
outside Africa actually believe that the key to Africa, is South
Africa. The rest of the African continent, with experience with
South Africans, has a different story to tell.

In this opinion piece I shall, firstly, expose through example,
corporate South Africa’s xenophobic unilateralism by comparing
the five star treatment corporate South Africa gets on the continent
with the pit the South African corporate sector offers its
neighbours. Secondly, I shall argue that corporate South Africa’s
interest in Africa amounts to little more than opportunism and
not the Pan Africanism they now claim. Thirdly, I shall make a
case that it may not be in Africa’s best interests that South Africa
leads the economic growth in the region. My final argument
shall be that Africans should pursue regional socio-economic
growth while being very wary of South Africa’s economic strength,
poor Pan Africanist record, and self serving unilateralism.

Corporate South Africa cannot hide its perceived self-
importance when dealing with the rest of the continent. They,
with the help of Pretoria, push for the red carpet treatment in
securing business on the continent after they collude to close the
door to South Africa’s economy, so that Africans from the rest of
the continent cannot compete with them within their borders. A
brief glance at South Africa’s legislative restrictions on its
neighbours doing business, or working in South Africa, leaves
no doubt that South Africa doesn’t reciprocate the warm reception
they feel entitled to when dealing with the rest of the continent.

The lucrative South African legal industry, where I apply my
trade, is heavily regulated; formally by legislation, and informally
by xenophobic prejudice. The formal keeps out the majority of
South Africa’s neighbours and the informal frustrates those that
got through. The justification is that Africans cannot work in
South Africa unless they fit a particular quota for a particular
industry. The motivation was to protect the South African labour
and business market by keeping other Africans out. South
Africans don’t have the same restrictions when going into Africa
yet they are the strongest economy on the continent.

Notwithstanding this imbalance, South African leading law
firms have rebranded themselves from ‘proudly South African’
to ‘gateway to Africa.’ The branding exercise has taken place at
the noon of Africa’s rapid growth and South Africa’s assimilation
to BRICS group of nations. Their motives have not changed, but
the target has. They were pursuing a nationalistic agenda
separate from the continent, to get South Africans ahead. They
are now after African foreign direct investment, to get South
Africans ahead.

The retail industry is no different. We all remember how Zim-
babwean, Nigerian, Somalian, and Mozambican small-scale

retailers in South Africa were hunted down, looted, beaten; many
butchered others set on fire. Their crime was making a profit in
South Africa selling South African made goods to South Africans
for a price lower than South African retailers. The rest of the
African continent responds by allowing the large South African
retailers like Massmart, Shoprite and Pick’n Pay to make large
profits in their countries. We can’t sell to them but we have to
buy from them. The flood of South African goods in the continent
has paralysed Africa’s weak manufacturing industry. At the same
time many Africans have been physically, emotionally, and
economically paralysed for selling goods made in South African
to South Africans.

The media, unashamedly partial to South African economic
domination of the continent, ignore this blatant imbalance and
exploitation. I will never forget the young Zimbabwean retailer
who traded in Cape Town, covered in her own blood and in
tears saying: ‘we are not all Africans.’ South Africa’s media
ignores the imbalance, perhaps because its not in the interest of
their advertisers to report the truth about the real relationship
with the continent. The only media the rest of the world listens to
on the continent is South African media. The story dies before it
makes its way outside frequent discussions amongst Africans.

I’ve many friends from the continent working in the South
African financial services industry. They have all complained
about xenophobic treatment at the leading banks and accounting
firms in the country. They are overlooked for promotions by less
qualified South African counterparts. They are made to train
South African juniors who become their boss a year or two later.
Many are paid less than South Africans on the same level or
below. Their employment contracts are often significantly shorter
than South Africans. Some are offered consultancy agreements
instead of secure employment contracts. They get fewer benefits.
In short, they go to work every day feeling like second-class
citizens. Despite this prejudicial arrangement the South African
financial services industry touts for investment and capital aimed
at the same countries that their foreign staff originate from. They
all stand to make big returns from the continent, but treat their
employees from the continent, badly. Worse still they make life
difficult for Africans seeking banking services.

The same could be said for corporate South Africa and South
Africa as a whole.

In my view the only logical explanation for corporate South
Africa’s scramble for Africa is greedy opportunism, and not Pan
Africanism. Historically, corporate South Africa aspired to fit in
with the developed western world and shunned the developing
world. Their focus was trading and investing with them. They
did all they could to distance themselves from the continent with
arguments like ‘what happens there doesn’t happen here,’ and
‘international investors need to distinguish South Africa from
the rest of Africa‘ and ‘they (Africans) are scaring away our in-
vestors.’
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The financial crisis in the western economies and fast rate of
growth on the continent has silenced the anti-African voices in
the South African corporate sector. Africa is now the darling of
corporate South Africa. This is because of profit and not, as they
suggest, Pan Africanist sentiment. In truth, China’s Pan Africanist
record before and after apartheid, is stronger than South Africa’s.
They were investing when many in corporate South Africa, even
after apartheid, thought the continent too risky.

I’ve read several articles by South African businessmen, and
women, regretting being too slow off the ball, and having been
left behind by China. Some of South Africa’s neighbours still
have closer business and cultural relations with their former
colonies, and others in the region, than they do with South
Africa. I believe this is because of South Africa’s attitude towards
its neighbours. Remember what South Africans did to their neigh-
bours in 2008. Can South Africa call itself the ‘gateway to Africa’
if they were the last to arrive?

I’m not completely convinced, for several reasons, that it’s in
Africa’s best interest to allow South Africa to unilaterally appoint
itself as the conduit to economic growth on the continent. Bilateral
trade with China, and AGOA with the US, has largely been
responsible for the economic growth. Why does Africa need South
Africa to do business with China, and the rest of the World?
Shouldn’t Africa do what South Africans do, and cut out the
middleman? Its worrying that South Africa’s foreign affairs and
finance ministers spend most of their time saying to the world
that they are the conduit to Africa, and hardly any time convincing
the continent why they should represent them. They didn’t even
bother to campaign for it. They think it’s their birthright. What’s
in it for Africans that they can’t get for themselves?

I don’t think that it’s wise for the foreign direct investment
destined for mines on the continent to end up holed in Sandton
before it gets to the African country where it is needed. I don’t
think its likely that the FDI, from the rest of the world, will flow
upwards through South Africa to the continent, before it makes
South Africans richer and fatter on African backs. The reality is
that South Africa is in competition for the same FDI with the rest
of the continent. Does it make any sense to have your competition,
with a regimen of their own exclusionary restrictions, negotiate
on your behalf? The only African country that benefits from South
Africa being the ‘gateway to Africa’ is South Africa. That’s why
they are the only African country saying that they are the ‘gateway
to Africa.’

The only other beneficiaries to the gateway punt are executives
from multi national companies who prefer South Africa’s plush
offices, hotels, and conference rooms to what Abuja, Accra,
Nairobi, Kigali, Lusaka and Harare may have to offer. Aside
from this very narrow list of beneficiaries to South African economic
leadership on the continent, it’s hard to find any advantages to
the rest of the continent, and or the SADC region. If there are
any, they’re not telling. If it’s the proposed bank, then were
talking BRIC money not BRICS money. Why go through South
Africa, and not go direct to China and others? That’s what African
countries have been doing, and where the rate of growth, which
South Africa envies, is coming from.

Africa should pursue regional economic integration and
relationships with the outside world while being very careful of
South African economic strength, its unilateralism, and its
deficient Pan Africanist record. Regional integration doesn’t mean
‘buy proudly South African goods.’ A bridge, after all, joins two

or more places; it isn’t a one-way street. The continent shouldn’t
be afraid of holding South Africa to account, the way Nigeria
has, for its restrictive anti-competitive practices on the continent
while punting this ‘gateway to Africa’ jingle. SADC was created,
in part, as an economic counterweight to Pretoria’s regional
strength.

The risk to the rest of the continent of South Africa’s regional
strength is not necessarily diminished because apartheid is in
the past, albeit theoretically. The region has to stand up to South
Africa, or be run over.

This doesn’t mean the region should not trade with South
Africa, or that South Africa shouldn’t be part of BRICS. The
argument is that regional integration ought to proceed with
mutual respect and mutual benefit. South Africa has provided
it’s neighbours with little of either. They are in BRICS, which is
good for them. They should only say they are there for Africa if
they are actually going to work for Africa, and the AU, after
hearing the benefits, gives them the mandate. If not, they are
there for themselves. It’s not an entitlement born from economic
strength; it’s something that should come from an endorsement
from the continent. Invitation of African heads of state to BRICS
conference is not sufficient. There is no room for sacred cows, or
a master class of Africans and self appointed gatekeepers to
regional economic growth in Africa.

In conclusion, there are several reasons to doubt corporate
South Africa’s sincerity in its political and economic relationship
with its neighbours. If South Africa really wants to be the economic
leader of Africa, it ought to lift its anti-competitive restrictions on
its neighbours, treat them with dignity, and seek the mandate
from the African people without boasting about its strengths to
the East and the West. A


