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KEYNOTE ADDRESS - BMF ACHIEVEMENT AWARDS GALA DINNER

ON 09 OCTOBER 2009

BY BONANG MOHALE

Director of Ceremonies, distinguished guests, brothers and sisters. It is a privilege to be with you this evening in this country, in this season, when so many dare to hope that joy and peace will prevail. 

I am humbled by the noble objectives of the BMF and have to submit, upfront, that 15 years after the birth of our very new democracy and 33 and a half years since the founding of this organisation, we are still confronted with some serious challenges. The average age of Non-Executive Directors of companies listed on the JSE is 63 – 65 years and the real danger is that when they retire, fall off the bus, etc. they will leave with all their acquired skills and experience. Of the 38 new CEO vacancies, 18 of these were filled by external candidates at a cost substantially higher than the incumbent, thereby making a mockery of most companies’ career pathing and succession plans. The country will need 4 times more Non-Executive Directors than we currently have by 2011, so it really does not matter how many times we recycle the same ‘usual culprits’, we will simply not have enough talent. We will be forced to increase the talent pool whether we like it or not. The number of female Directors is about 18% in spite of the fact that women represent about 52% of the 48, 7 million population and actually possess most of the scarce and critical requisite skills of the new world of work. This, in spite of the fact that most consumers are women and if a company wanted to sell more, one would think that it is, therefore, logical to get women to sell to more women. After all “the customer is not king, she is a queen”.  One needs only to remember that when Eugene van As suddenly realised that he wanted to replace himself at Sappi, it was then that he discovered that his entire Exco consisted mainly of his peers of about the same age. He ended up finding his replacement internationally as the internal succession planning or the lack thereof, yielded no obvious choice. For many years Ton Vosloo was the youngest on the Naspers board. It is not so much that most boards are still populated predominantly by white males but that the corporate culture still remains masculine, in spite of the fact that customers of most executive search firms are Black. Such that the few women that do punch through the ‘concrete ceiling’, not only end up talking and behaving like men but actually begin to look like them in their pin striped suits and male shirts with cufflinks, nogal. In light of increasing pressure for change precipitated by, among others,

· increasing focus on corporate governance

· interest in more effective human capital management

· growing  recognition by Chairmen that women bring distinct qualities and sensibilities to the boardroom

· increasing stakeholder pressure and
· government commitment to making change happen
 May I then, humbly submit that what if the BMF strategically, deliberately and purposefully opted to occupy the headspace that makes it possible for our stalwarts to commit a very minimal amount of their time, energy and effort with the women just a layer beneath the Director level. To share with them their own war stories and show them the stones in their shoes and scars in their backs. To share with these high potential women how they got to where they are; board effectiveness and efficiency; practical tips on things like career steer; board etiquette; appropriate questions to ask; how to navigate through a board pack and most importantly, to willingly handover their networks! The McKinsey, 2007 report ‘Women Matter’ demonstrates beyond any shadow of doubt that “studies link the presence of women on corporate boards to performance”, that top quartile Fortune 500 Companies with the most women on Boards outperform bottom quartile by 

· 53% Return on Equity

· 42% Return on Sales and

· 66% Return on Invested Capital 

Because what is urgently needed is both generational and gender ‘change of guard’. It was Peninah Thomson (Graham & Lloyd, Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), Partner at Praesta Partners LLP who accentuated this point: -

“Women will have to be deeply and daily involved in high-level decision-making and the formulation of strategy. Their voices must be heard alongside those of men in the highest echelons of corporate management and given equal weight and legitimacy. We believe that the skills, qualities and aptitudes, and the styles and approaches to leadership, of men and women are complementary. We need all of them to tackle the complex, difficult and urgent problems that face us in the early 21st century.”

‘A Woman’s Place is in the Boardroom’

This point is further re-iterated by Klaus Schwab, Founder and Executive Chairman of the World Economic Forum, in 2009:

“Innovation requires new, unique ideas – and the best ideas flourish in a diverse environment. More than ever, in the current economic downturn we will need the best minds and the best leadership to find the most creative solutions, revive growth and prevent such crises in the future. In other words, we will need to ensure that the minds and talents of both men and women are fully engaged in this process”

We need to deliberately invest in our intellectual capital, if we are ever going to influence our social capital. We must, as a matter of urgency, create a vortex not only of ideas but actions, that begin to inform the desirable social construct, to not only attempt to influence the social debate but start laying the foundation for tomorrow’s success, one brick at a time. If we do not carefully think through these basics and make the necessary rudimentary investments, how then do we hope to tackle much more pressing and challenging issues in today’s context of global economic turmoil. At a time when the ever increasing volatility in uncertain international environments points towards hard times, precipitated by the sub-prime credit crisis; high crude oil price volatility that climbed to $147 and plummeted to $30 and this morning’s 68, 33 per barrel; high interest rates and high food price inflation. Back home, whilst relatively isolated, we are also not immune to these forces but have our own home grown challenges of political uncertainty; threats of electricity ‘load-shedding’ and credit must go to Mr. Jacob Maroga and his entire Team for keeping Eskom together under the most trying circumstance; the National Credit Act; signs of social unrest; acute skills shortage exacerbated by renewed emigration in spite of our very aggressive and continued investments leading up to the 2010 Soccer World Cup. If we do not focus on these basics with the singularity of purpose, how then do we hope to become trusted advisor to our stakeholders? How will we enter the debate of the ‘investment dilemmas’ of this country in an environment where capital in not easily available and if one can lay their hands on some, it might prove to be inordinately expensive. How then, can we give options and input to the development of a regulatory framework, to enable the Hon Minister Dipuo Peters to make an informed decision about the Energy Security Master Plan; position SA to be an effective importer of high quality finished products, supported by clean fuels investments in existing refineries; developing a world class refinery in SA with EU IV product quality capability and thereby investing in more measured expansion in conjunction with clean fuels investments; in the midst of the 3 hard, incontestable truths faced by refining, viz.

· the surging demand in the East that is spawning large competitive refineries in India and Arab Gulf

· the tightening global supply availability and quality challenges that will raise global crude prices and dampen SA demand and

· the global environmental pressures, including carbon taxes and more efficient vehicles that will cause demand for higher global fuel specifications and emission controls  

Let me submit that the demise of states comes when leaders listen only to superficial words and do not penetrate deeply into the souls of the people to hear their true opinions, feelings, and desires.”

Harold J. Seymour accentuates this point when he says that ‘Leaders are the ones who keep faith with the past, keep step with the present, and keep the promise to posterity’

The bad news is that despite the considerable effort that has gone into the study of leadership, what is known with scientific certainty about the subject can be stored on a thimble. Leaders, to a far greater extent than they might admit, are prisoners of their context. The impact a CEO makes depends greatly on circumstances.”

What is not in dispute though is that, on balance, as Jack Welch says, “The company with the best team, wins.” Leadership is not a solo act. Only when there is a critical mass of talent and skill in an organisation, is there any chance of dealing well with external circumstances. 

This is without doubt the number one crisis facing the country. For without competent people in pivotal positions, other crises like HIV/Aids, poverty, crime, health and so on, will never be adequately dealt with. ABSA economists warn that the skills shortage will be a major constraint on economic growth. CEO’s in almost every industry lament the talent they have lost. Search firms say that it is taking longer and getting harder to find good people.

Margaret Mead reiterates this when she observed that ‘Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, concerned citizens can change the world. Indeed it is the only thing that ever has’. 

Nothing is more practical than for people to deepen themselves. The more you understand the human condition, the more effective you are as a business person. Human depth makes business sense.”

We have reached such explosive levels of freedom that, for the first time in history, we have to manage our own mutation. It is up to us to decide what it means to be a successful human being. That is the philosophical task of the age. Nothing happens unless you make it happen. As a leader, everything is your responsibility because you always could have chosen otherwise.

 “A true leader has the confidence to stand alone, the courage to make tough decisions and the compassion to listen to the needs of others. He/she does not set out to be a leader but becomes one by the quality of his/her actions and the integrity of his/her intent. In the end, leaders are much like eagles …. they don’t flock, you find them one at a time”.

By His love, grace and mercy, I am obliged to thank you!

