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Business Ethics, the SADC Free-Trade Area and Poverty in the Region

The Hon. Keletso Rakhudu, Chairperson of the Committee on Trade, Customs and Immigration Matters: Pan-African Parliament 
A lot has been written on poverty and much information is freely available, with simple internet research no doubt resulting in the researcher being so swamped with information that he/she may perhaps not know where to start.  This is not surprising.

Poverty is about the denial of opportunity to human beings.  We cannot talk about social justice and the development of a human being without touching on aspects of poverty.  Immediately, therefore, we are talking about issues of equity or the absence of equality. 

Africa, particularly the sub-region in which we live, is beset with poverty and almost all states have recently achieved independence.  The sub-region is not as fortunate as other parts of Africa, which benefited from much investment by their former colonial masters who brought development via massive funding, even if the economies were depressed for some time.  Therefore, there is history to be considered, with young emerging states being given an opportunity for social upliftment and the development of their own people. 

It is difficult to talk about poverty without touching on trade and, therefore, it is not surprising that the talk today on poverty is anchored on trade in SADC – itself a wide and dodgy topic of discussion.   A very basic definition of trade is that it is the interchange of goods and services between two entities.  Trade in SADC is a difficult topic because of the different levels of development of the SADC countries.  This diversity means trade is skewed as trade is about being smart and creating wealth for oneself and one’s own people; therefore trade does not seek equity: rather, it is a selfish activity engaged in to make as much as possible for oneself and one’s own community. 

It is an interesting development that we are worrying about the development of trade and markets so that trade can flourish in Southern Africa.  Although there is fear where there is trade, healthy trade creates pockets of wealth; it would be desirable for the surplus to be re-invested in programmes aimed at the development and upliftment of people to a level of dignified living.  It is accepted that this cannot bring absolute equity to all people.  But poverty can eventually be eradicated; in the short to medium term there can at least be alleviation of poverty. 

In pursuit of grand ideas, SADC has been charged with spearheading the development of trade.  SADC protocol carries the noble ideals of creating wealthy, uplifting people and ensuring equitable trade; therefore SADC is working on a long term strategy to create a situation in which there is access to markets for all countries i.e. a free trade area. But this is a complex issue, which has already seen effort over many years. As recently as August 2008, SADC declared it had eventually resolved the issue of the free trade agreement, with 12 of the 14 areas now participating in this free trade area.  

The two countries excluded are the Congo and Angola: the conflict in the Congo is the reason for the exclusion of the Congo.  

The intention is that, in the short term, all SADC countries will be included in a free trade area, with an agreement being reached by several countries to group together to form an expanded market where they can trade their goods freely.  The theory behind a free trade area is that it will provide a lot more access to goods and eventually to services as well – but this will come later.

My view of what a free trade area is a simplistic but comprehensive one, as per the definition found on Wikipedia, i.e. a free trade area is a designated area of countries who have decided to eliminate customs charges on goods and services traded within the area. 

The first step towards a free trade area is a preferential trade area.  But SADC didn’t have to start there: it went straight to a free trade area.  This is an arrangement whereby goods are traded freely within an area free of tariffs and customs in order to easily and quickly create wealth.  This same approach was previously adopted by, for example, the USA, which is really just a huge configuration of a free trade area.  This was done before the concept of free trade was even posed when the market were opened for goods from all 51 states to be freely traded.  The European Union (EU) had to do that recently, realising that if they did not fully integrate their markets, they stood to lose. 

Where there are inequities or huge differences in economic and political development, then a huge challenge exists.  An analogy would be boxers or gladiators in a ring having different levels of skill and proficiency.  If no policy interventions exist to guide and mitigate the differences, the stronger party will take all the points and win every time; and therefore there would be no point if the weaker party loses every time. 

Attention can perhaps be brought to three interesting presentations on intervention by speakers at the SADC free trade area session:

1) Dr Tomaz Augusto Salomão, Executive Secretary of the SADC Secretariat in Botswana: He cited SADC trade protocol and said it underscores the fact that some of the core / central responsibilities of what SADC intends achieving is diversification, industrialisation and economic development, plus contributing to the climate of development of investment in area (for re-investment back into the community).  

There was nothing about poverty.  This is an executive member: such executives are different to social practitioners, politicians, the media and legislative politicians, who speak about issues of poverty more often but with the level of emphasis differing. However, executives don’t spend time there.  

In his speech to heads of state (including the King of Swaziland), he put it the meeting that SADC only has a 1% share of world trade.  The problem with some such pronouncements is that SADC includes the Congo and there are problems with cleaning up the Congo and re-aligning Zimbabwe- but things will improve.  However, to move from the 1% level will be very difficult.  

It should also be remembered that Dr Salomão may have been tailoring his speech to what the heads of state wanted to hear.  Nevertheless, his speech does bring insight into protocol and policy matters.

2) Biochoko Ditlhake, the Secretary General of the SADC Council of NGOs spoke a little longer and immediately shows that NGOs have an emphasis on poverty eradication in the long term, but on poverty alleviation in the short term: they are looking to implement the joint priority areas, i.e.:

a)  the establishment of regional bodies in the main priority areas of poverty eradication

b)  capacity development of the SADC secretariat 

Pro-poor outcomes in promoting an effective Southern African conflict early warning system should be linked to preventative diplomacy action. 

In this address he spoke about the problems inherited from the e-pass negotiation from a trade perspective and how anything that negatively affects trade programmes, initiatives, etc., then creates problems and prevents poverty alleviation.  These things should, therefore, be taken into account.  He said negotiations of economic agreements today do complicate attempts to move forward as SADC.  There is also the problem of multiple member states being integrated into communities.  

(Dr Salomão presentation, as Executive Secretary and a very senior person, emphasises the differences obvious, even when talking to the same people.  It also reflects the speakers’ different vocations in life.) 

He further mentioned the SADC Council of NGOs adherence to the principles of SADC and the associated protocol.  In closing, he stated, that as a way forward, he was reaffirming the key founding principles that seek to alleviate poverty, enhance the quality of life of people of Southern Africa and support social integration. 

(At some future stage, it may be an interesting activity to look at regional integration to ensure healthy trade issues and alleviate poverty.) 

c) The third speaker was Mr Z M Nkosi (SADC private sector on regional economic integration).  His three page letter made no mention of poverty initiative or focus.  As do most businesses, his sector’s approach was to look at development as being divorced from people issues.  

Nevertheless, even some of the best run economies now show total collapse, with runaway prices on food, oil, etc.  

Executives and commerce and industry have a different approach to issues of development as it is not so much people centred as it is wealth centred.  The important issue to note regarding the above is that these presenters are three highly placed people addressing the same meeting but with a varying focus, almost as though they were addressing different meetings. 

This presentation looks at anchoring free trade issues on poverty: How can free trade help lift people out of poverty? There are high levels of poverty in the sub-region, but statistics sometimes reflect an untruth about poverty.  There is abject and widespread poverty in the region, but the infrastructure programmes developed to deal with this will not bear fruit as infrastructure is about people using the infrastructure and people issues are about development. Poverty doesn’t hide.  When the poverty-stricken leave their abode in the morning their poverty cannot be packaged whilst they are in town: it is carried with them, it travels with them and they are defined by it.  

Poverty is degrading and without dignity and there is nothing good about it.  
In Johannesburg there are interesting variables.  For example, Sandton and other very wealthy areas are a stone’s throw away from absolute poverty and these are the injustices we are talking about.  How can it be that when the country is so rich, and the province of Gauteng is so rich, it has escaped sharing wealth and alleviating or removing poverty?  The South African economy can afford, almost by decree, to eradicate poverty in the country.  If there was political will, poverty could be eradicated very quickly. 

We need to look at the SADC programme of moving from a free trade area, which we now have on paper, to a common monetary union in 2018, including a customs union and common currency; this will then lead to union.  

What is exacerbating poverty and creating difficulties is the lack of will by politicians to come up with poor policies and regulatory initiatives?  Why is it, given that politicians know poverty, have lived through, endured and come from poverty, can they not they see it?  They see the beggars in the street and are aware that at most intersections these beggars are now Zimbabwean.  The politicians know the characteristics: South African beggars are more gentlemanly and ladylike and so are different.  Zimbabweans understand the art of begging: they bring their disabled, old, frail, those with polio, young girls with babies, toddlers, to beg.  This is characteristic of Zimbabwean beggars.  If from the South Africa, it is a white man holding a little board extolling his negativities or a young black person with a board that reads “Out of job”. 

The point is that politicians know; they see these things, they read it in the newspapers, they hear the debates.  Why don’t we help the political will?  I don’t have the answer and perhaps it is something that deserves further discussion. 

Consider that poverty itself is big business.  Once you understand this you understand there are commercial interests and big business then follows; they want kudos and to impress shareholders who will in turn pay executives so much money that it is obscene, with payments funding a yacht, 3, 4, even 5 cars, private flights, Lear jets and so much food they could never eat it.  These ladies and gentlemen have not touched a Rand note in weeks – they use plastic. 

When we link a lack of political will with poverty and big business, we discover why big business is involved in politics and we begin to understand the lack of political will: big business sponsors politics. The annual get-togethers and annual conferences in the political environment aren’t funded by the politicians themselves.  Teachers and the media can be recognised by the Bic pens in their pockets.  But in the political arena there is enormous spending on flags, personalised t-shirts, Sandton conventions.  All of this costs money. The cost of a t-shirt expensive.  Then there is the drive to conventions, the buying of lunch, and the like; the truth is that big business sponsors politics.  

How SADC will drive itself to the extent that it fosters an environment of political will is a big question.  Look at Zimbabwe today.  Politicians are aware - and in fact the reason - for the conflict in Zimbabwe and the Great Lakes area, the lack of democratic development in Malawi and a lack of equality in Botswana where there is no equality as there is no homogeneity. 

The packaged initiatives within SADC to ensure the poor benefit from trade development comes back to social upliftment programmes.  We need to ask: Why should Botswana build stadia in the hope of collecting crumbs from the Soccer World Cup in South Africa in 2010, when we don’t even know that 2010 will happen.  And what about afterwards?  Look at what happened after the Olympic Games in other countries, for example the stadia in Greece after the games: but we use well-earned money to build grand stadia. 

If our policies are not geared to counter-act poverty directly we will never break this. 

I am a politician, not a specialist in poverty or trade so please excuse me not being an expert but rather a lay practitioner with these topics: it is difficult to talk about SADC free trade without touching on e-pass of trade liberalisation, i.e. helping to liberalise trade, which in turn will help all issues to be complimentary. 

The African Union (AU) and all its organs, including the Pan African Parliament, have charged themselves with eventually arriving at one state of Africa (but not a United States of Africa as this acronym has already been taken); one unity with one, possibly federal, type of government.  Therefore Africa is to be integrated and one of easiest ways is to integrate is piecemeal – hence the strategy to start at regional level, e.g. the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) to be integrated, then SADC, then the East African Community, then West and North Africa.  

The complications are Swaziland, Zimbabwe and Tanzania, which all be belong to three areas. 

Southern African Customs Union (SACU) includes Botswana and South Africa and one body will have to give way, i.e. when the SADC economy becomes a reality SACU will have to fall away, but the former will learn from the latter. 

Zambia, Swaziland and Zimbabwe are also members of COMESA and South Africa may also have joined. But the secretariat of COMESA is in Zambia, so they can’t run the affairs of SADC and COMESA as this becomes too difficult. 

If you are going to integrate into one region, you cannot be a member of several bodies.  Therefore, when SADC tries to run certain poverty alleviation programmes that may not be running in the same way as those of COMESA, the question arises for members of which one do they resource, support, etc.  Irresponsible political action such as this ensures failure.  Some of these states (e.g. Zambia – classified by SADC as a least developed country) spread themselves too thin; remember that Zambia is coming out of an economic recession that came close to a depression, which in itself creates complications, i.e. the integration agenda is slowed when one has one foot in both camps.  

So let’s consider economic integration agreements, which seem lofty, but Article 19 is referred to, i.e. poverty reduction and ultimately its eradication.  There is a need to integrate countries into the world economy and to promote local ownership. The Lome Convention states this and e-pass has to support this. So the partnership is indeed centred on alleviating and eradicating poverty.

We see then that poverty is bandied around as a central, key element of all global, inter-continental, inter-regional and inter-state groupings.  But when it comes to the economic partnership agreement it is easy to forget this is pairing two unequal entities, i.e. Europe and Africa; but more than this, bilateral agreements pose challenges if, for example the EU enters into an agreement with an individual state that contradicts regional goals, then the process of integration will suffer.  For instance, if Botswana enters into agreement with Europe it amounts to a single entity interacting with a huge entity and trying to negotiate; it is hardly a party to the script and then tries to amend to amend from a weak position.  Botswana is part of SADC, but these countries don’t negotiate as a pack: agreements are bilateral.  

South Africa entered the Technical Development Cooperative Agreement.  This bilateral negotiation with Europe breaks from SADC and leaves SADC nowhere.  If one asks how it will benefit SADC, South Africa is not concerned about the implications or consequences.  Botswana does the same.  Lesotho signs agreements.  Namibia doesn’t sign.  Therefore there is no unified, integrated approach. 

If SADC came together to negotiate with the EU as one entity as a region then they would be pursuing an integration agenda.  But the actions of individual states belie the integration agenda.  

The Pan-African Parliament (PAP) says this is wrong and suggested that PAP advise African states to say no to Europe in terms of any negotiation as single entities and to take the view that if the EU wants to go to the International Court of Justice then they are free to do so.  

In fact, what the EU is doing is criminal: it took the EU 50 years to come to the stage when they started negotiating as a union.  Unequal negotiation of parties leads to the collapse of economies and industries and the entrenchment of poverty. The EU wants African states to take a quantum leap and do in 12 years what took them 50 years.

They are spending 300 million Euros on subsidies to EU tomato farmers, which means Europe could dump cheap tomatoes and tomato products on the Ghanaian market when Ghana was so dependent on the tomato industry; which then collapsed after much development and investment as they couldn’t compete with the dumping of a tax supported product.  This is unfair practise and amounts to dumping. 

Opening markets will not necessarily lead to free trade and we can consider more than just the example of tomato dumping (publicised by the Action Aid website) in terms of how African states have suffered from European dumping.  

The sugar industry in Kenya came near to collapse and some factories closed when 5 out of 6 were integrated into their communities, were running clinics, supporting soccer teams and with certain communities entirely dependent on their sugar production.  We are not talking about the invasion of foreign products, but an invasion of foreign products produced cheaply as a result of COMESA.  When Kenya signed up to COMESA, opened their market and lowered tariffs their sugar industry was adversely affected because elsewhere in COMESA sugar was produced cheaply, e.g. in Mauritius (we cannot refer to South Africa in this instance as it is not a member of COMESA).  

Free markets are, therefore, idealistic and without phasing in policies and legislation they are perhaps a disaster.  Kenya had to negotiate a quota so as only a quota was dumped.  They also asked for the reintroduction of a customs levy and tariff. Kenya sugar was saved by COMESA agreeing to a 120% hike in the Kenya sugar tariff. Thus, we can see the need for protectionist measures. 

Action Aid looked at the impact of e-pass on regional African integration and reported that initial results show that e-pass will in fact result in the reverse of the intention of integration: it claims to increase trade, both inter-regionally and with the world, but has shown to do the opposite: trade liberalisation cannot eradicate poverty. 

Another example of the e-pass dangers of markets opening up and the danger of externally produced goods being considered internally is that of Hyundai Motors in Botswana, which was killed by South African Motor Corporation.  South Africa had a huge reservoir of cheap labour and a huge catchment for industrial products.  When South Africans toyi-toyied and refused to buy Lever Brothers products, Lesotho, Swaziland, Botswana and Namibia were buying them by the ton.  When Botswana closes the season for the import of oranges and poultry market, South Africa is aggrieved. 

We need to look at the problem in this context. 

I would urge all of you to visit the Action Aid website; it is telling as it helps us look at different types of aid: not just free trade (promoted as the panacea to poverty alleviation) but also fair trade and trade justice.  The EU and those who sing the same tune bandy free trade as a panacea but we see what free trade has done to Kenyan sugar.  

Free trade means free of all tariffs and services. SADC is only talking about goods at the moment – services will be tackled later – and experts will detect goods not regionally produced.  The result will be: Swazi sugar will be swamped by South African sugar; if Swaziland is producing beef more effectively beef than Zimbabwe, then Zimbabwean beef will be swamped.  South Africa has the mass and the capital and it will swamp other countries, who will in turn export their jobs, thereby further deepening and entrenching poverty in their own countries.  This is why we should look at protectionist interventions and measures to mitigate the negative elements of fair trade.  Fair trade is when a farmer, who grows tomatoes in Ghana is allowed by the EU to sell those tomatoes in the EU at the same or a higher price than locally produced tomatoes.  Swaziland cannot compete with South Africa in terms of sugar production, therefore it should be allowed that Swazi sugar fetches a higher price through some mechanism or incentive (not a higher retail price), e.g. the greater economy of South Africa should subsidise Swazi sugar.  That is fair trade. 

Trade justice is when the economy or state is allowed to bring in interventionist policies to say what can be traded so that there is no swamping.  

If one does a search of trade and poverty on the internet, definitions of these terms can be found.  Action Aid focused on this and: explains the concepts at a level we can identify with; provides a Q&A and checklist; provides definitions and provide evidence. 

We can see then that it is difficult to talk about this deep, complex topic.  If we looked just at the issue of poverty on its own, we could talk for a week about what poverty is and about certain definitions.  None would be wrong, even though there are so many of them; for example, big business defines it differently to politicians or civil society.   If we look at poverty alleviation and eradication that is another whole issue altogether and free trade another. 

This talk has focused on poverty as it relates to free trade issues.  The topic is extremely topical and one we can’t leave to executives and politicians; they will not include others, e.g. legislators, NGOs, media, serious society organisations, etc.  Discussions need to look at a variety of complex issues including the harmonisation of chambers of commerce and trade, passports until we have a government of unity.
Discussion points, thematically arranged

Poverty

In terms of a definition of poverty, it is important to know how it is defined and what is meant by ‘pro-poor’.  We have seen how different definitions have led to differing conclusions about what solutions need to be implemented.  Some people use a money-metric definition of what poverty is, while others use more qualitative analyses.

It was felt that a more qualitative approach is necessary when looking at the issue of poverty.   Whatever policies and programmes are put into public space (policies lead to programmes) should include laws which, when they are drafted  and conceived should be pro-poor, thereby ensuring public works of the highest quality so as not to spend endlessly on the same problem and therefore depleting funds that could have been better used elsewhere. 

In some SADC countries there are those who are classified as low-income, no-income or poor.  The poor, the marginalised, the aged and women lose property because they don’t have access to the justice system.  There is no possibility of litigation even if they are entitled to this: if you ask why they didn’t fight for their rights the answer is often that they couldn’t talk to an attorney because the cost is exorbitant and often more than what they earn in a month.  In these situations, pro-poor legislation or government needs to be provided a social safety net so that the poor are not denied access to justice and so that they can exercise their rights. 

Poverty often means the inability to access to social services.  Legislation is not pro-poor, and does not make it easier for people to use the services that would assist them in having a better life.  When legislating, it must be taken into consideration that some have lack means that in turn denies them access to basic necessities and justice.
Political will:

Commentators have often observed that poverty could be alleviated if governments were willing to put the resources at their disposal into certain key areas; essentially the issue is that of political will.  If one analyses where governments are spending money, one would conclude that they could do more to eradicate poverty.  There is the issue of wasteful spending as well as one of priorities.

If one takes, for example, the area of defence.  Often defence spending is not in the public domain - even the politicians are kept in the dark.  If SADC could lose its armies, there would be huge savings that could be added to the fiscus.  Where are the wars in the region? Botswana and Namibia came close but neither could afford a war.  Zimbabwe went into a war in the Congo that it could ill afford - hence some of their problems.  With the prioritization of spending in areas that would alleviate poverty and a reduction in wasteful spending, poverty in each country (and in the region) could more effectively be addressed. 
Linked to the issue of political will is the issue of implementation
 and the need to address the rising levels of inequality:  even though good levels of economic growth exist, there are growing extremes that need to be dealt with.  Increasingly there is a small proportion of people who are in control of commanding the economy, while the vast majority live in abject property.  
Even with economic growth and social benefits in place, implementation (or the lack thereof) means that there is growing inequality within countries and within the region.  The problem is not only to have the political will to have pro-poor policies, but is also to have the political will to implement them.  Alignment between intra and inter-departmental activities is easily talked about but it appears in some instances that there is a breakdown which hampers efforts at poverty alleviation. 

Political will could do much.  Three months ago a debate on the USA’s serious political financial problem would not have pointed in the direction of the problem.  The USA going socialist in its interventions could not have been expected.  Sometimes, given the parameters of the day, the argument will be that it can’t happen – but consider that the Wright brothers said it could fly.  

One needs to examine the infrastructure, and then look at what Europe and America are doing today: they would not have risked a few months ago what they are doing today without risking impeachment – remembering that their policies have been institutionalised over many years and are supported by enormous tradition.  States can aspire to doing a lot better. 

In this regards, governments need to be assisted by business and civil society to work out what is best. We cannot sit back and leave these matters to government alone. 
One should also examine the role that regional organisations can play.  It is lamentable that event the Executive Secretary of SADC does not sufficiently link poverty to SADC’s own policies and agendas. In addition to political will, there is also a question: if there are other constraints to governments’ inability to see linkages with development and urgencies regarding poverty?
There are a myriad of factors.  As so often happens one needs to consider the practice of politics, for example the issue of big business sponsoring politics.  It may appear obvious, but it is important to reiterate that business and politics are often inextricably intertwined.
It is also important to remember that very often in politics, loyalty comes before merit.  There is often not a lot of pressure to show delivery in terms of quality and quantity.  The loyalty-first approach determines who becomes minister of various departments, based on considerations other than merit.   Even if cabinet is picked qualitatively, the bar in Africa has not been set very high.  Compare this, for example, with a teacher, who has to be trained and has to show proficiency.  People who run government and make laws sometimes enter the political arena for reasons other than a political vocation, for example, access to power and the ability to influence tenders.  These are often reasons people don’t bring to the fore.  One needs to ask questions like: What are this person’s qualifications? Should this person be a minister or are they merely a party functionary?  
There are implications of this for poverty.  Those who are in crucial ministries dealing with poverty may not understand what is required and act from a sense of loyalty to party rather than a desire to alleviate poverty or implement policy.

The relationship between local / regional business and global interests 
There is a link between global interests local / regional business interests and it is therefore important to look at the ideologies which underpin the global economy.  
Multi-national corporations often sponsor business in the region, but there are some instances where sponsorship is indirect and not immediately obvious.
Poverty is also big business, and if it were eradicated some businesses would become defunct.  A good example would be proper sanitation and access to water - with no poverty huge business interests would be taken out of the equation.
It is also important to look at the actions and practices of foreign companies.  Our region should not become the dumping ground for products and services that are sub-par; nor that allow for the exploitation of the poor.  International labour and human rights standards need to be respected and implemented, and companies held to account for their practices.
This brings into question the issue of rights of workers and the responsibilities of corporate businesses.  
Encouraging engagement of ordinary people and the informal sector
There is often insufficient policy to nourish a sector and increase the means of livelihood of those involved; and people don’t have the same protection as business.  It is not only up to government, but also civil society to raise issues of poverty.   The impression is sometimes created that those with their hearts in the right place develop policies without engaging those who are worst affected.  Sometimes businesses, governments and civil society think they are doing the right thing, but those affected never get the space to articulate their own vision – it is as though others can do the thinking for them.  This is an extremely patronising position to take and experience has shown that this model does not work.
The processes of engagement in institutions (like national parliaments, SADC and PAP) should allow people to have a say and to engage.  Space needs to be provided so that people can articulate their life experiences and improve their situations through national and regional institutions.

It is important therefore to look at creating the structures for engagement.  At the same time it should be remembered that engagement is not always easy.  For example, how would a woman from Bulawayo who travels all day to Johannesburg by bus to buy clothes, then back again to get food, spending all night on the bus be able to reflect her experience and engage with SADC or PAP on the problems that confront her?
Once again one needs to refer to policy space again and, for example, SADC is considering this question.  Informal traders should benefit from WTO buying bales of second-hand clothing in one country and selling these in another.  A way to support this is when governments go the route of supporting the disadvantaged, informal trade and the informal sector.  It should ensure that at the border these people face (who face the challenges of being tired and hungry) should be facilitated without arrogance and bureaucracy.  Harmonisation of immigration and migration laws is required.  We should also deliberate on this because significant numbers of people depend on this.  

A light-hearted story might be appropriate here: In the eastern border town, a gentleman crossed daily on a bicycle into a neighbouring country carrying a bag of sand.  He crossed the border again in the afternoons and became part of the fixtures of the border post.  They let him in and out with mere compliance and without doing any checking.  Years later, when asked what his story was he advised that he wasn’t smuggling diamonds, but smuggling bicycles!

It is depressing to know that the South African Taxi Association bars trans-frontier taxis from Zimbabwe from coming over the border.  Even if they are licensed and have paid their tax, they are told that they must be a member of the South African Taxi Association in order to use the route.  One needs to ask the question of why this is happening and try to come up with solutions to the problem.  Today it is taxies, tomorrow perhaps South African traders won’t allow a Zimbabwean mango grower to bring his produce to Johannesburg.  This is why it is important for SACD to look at the informal sector as well.
Examining South African business ethics

From this another issue arises: i.e. the dominance of South Africa in the trading space.  Many are questioning the ethics and the general practise of corporations not adhering to the same standards, e.g. labour standards when starting up in other parts of the continent.  
This needs to be taken into account when discussing the Free-Trade Zone.  It is not just South Africa that is the culprit; other foreign companies bring in workers whose work is not always up to standard, or who take away jobs from locals.  The question is how to make corporate responsible citizens so that markets are not flooded, e.g. take cement to Tanzania, flood their market and in the process destroy their market. 

Issues of intellectual property rights and legislation standards are being worked on by SADC.  Once a free trade area exists then the problem of standards will have to be addressed.  South Africa perhaps has a comprehensive competition law, but Lesotho does not: what cannot be done here can be done in Lesotho.  

The issue of dumping , which includes using commercial might and sophistication to push one’s own products into a less sophisticated market in order to prevent competition from taking hold, has been discussed.  SADC is considering measures to ensure a free trade regulatory framework is properly in order.  South Africa has the South African Bureau of Standards (SABS), Botswana now has one, and Zimbabwe also has one.  However, certain other countries don’t; all this has to be brought into account, otherwise trade laws will not function as they should and there will be disparities within the region. 

The South African industry is a credit to the region, being subjected to standards, but these need to be applied across the region and not just in South Africa.  It is hoped that in the Free Trade Zone that industry standards will be policed strongly and criminal elements will be prevented, and corporate good governance encouraged.  
Linking practice to good governance and accountability

The issue of policing is going to be crucial.  Many have questioned the ethics and practices of South Africans in the region and on the rest of the continent.  Companies (international and South African) need to be good corporate citizens.  Profit cannot be divorced from supposedly ‘soft’ issues like inequality: 60% of people in South Africa earn R2500 a month, yet advocates earn this in a day.  
If one examines the issue of trade, policy, and social development the issues are complex. For example, multi-nationals pose as South African companies when crossing the borders.  By and large the professional behaviour by South African companies is good and it is not all one-way trade.  R25 billion of Botswana pension fund monies is managed in South Africa, so trade in service is not small. Botswana imports millions of cabbage heads and keeps the South African business community in check, but there are those who flout regulations. 

This brings back question of political will.

It is not necessary to regulate everything, but we can learn from others, such as the Asian Tigers, where there was enforcement, which ensured growth and development.   In SADC political will has been seen to be lacking in areas other than trade, for example, the situation in Zimbabwe.  If we can’t enforce our own principles and agreements, then everything becomes a mockery and then we are colluding with those who perpetuate poverty through questionable practices.   

One needs to be able to critically examine our practices as a region and as countries.  In Botswana no public phones operate: the speakers are taken for use as tweeters in taxis.  There are also no street names.  It is a truism that if people are not held accountable, then you are held to ransom over civil liberties.  
The people of Zimbabwe can’t hold their regime to account.  In Zimbabwe accountability was put to the test when election results were withheld and the people did nothing.  The result was that officials were not fired.  And even though the situation there has violated a number of SADC’s principles, the region still has not called on the government there to account.
It is important to instil a sense of responsibility – in government and business.  If there is no accountability and sanction people (and government and business) tend to do as they please. 

The religious community (which can also be big business), business and NGOs should come together in a coordinated, structured manner so that SADC ensures that it does what is required.  In negotiations, big business knows what they require and ensures their interests are taken care of.  Governments follow their own agendas and generally get what they want.  Civil society doesn’t say what they want and don’t get anything – even though this required in terms of legislation.  But the entitlement often contained in legislation and policy is not claimed – leaving many of the structures and spaces provided as nothing more than talk shops.

SADC and dual membership
The Free Trade Zone could be used as an opportunity to alleviate or even eradicate poverty in the region.  There are a number of practical issues that need to be dealt with before this can be made a reality.  One such issue is that of dual membership of regional organisations.  Belonging to a number of regional organisations can lead to complicated problems and it may be time to look at abolishing dual membership of, for example, SADC and the Southern African Customs Union.

This would need to be carefully managed to avoid conflict, but may in the long-term assist in the proper functioning of the Free Trade Zone and not undermine it.  There must be negotiations and time-frames determined for the phasing out of dual membership.
Other examples may provide insight and these ought to be considered.  The problem is a bigger one in West Africa – only the Congo has French speakers in the SADC community and English dominates, which makes things easier and only Angola and Mozambique speak Portuguese.  In north Africa, there is the problem of the Anglophiles and the Francophiles and even at the PAP there is enormous lobbying and almost outright war in lobbying.  The AU can’t reign in members and they don’t know what to do.  For instance, Morocco was told it can’t have western Africa membership and Morocco decided to move out altogether.  One of the challenges is that it is difficult to apply sanctions against states that violate regional agreements.    The EU has this but there is no culture of this in Africa.  
The World Trade Organisation (WTO), with rules based trade, advocates multilateralism and wants wholesale multilateralism.  The problem is if one country does not agree it undermines the whole system.  This is taking multilateralism to the highest height – if have consensus, it is easy to implement.  
Regional bodies are often under-funded and most office bearers are not residents of the places where the headquarters are.  This hampers communication and efficiency.  This also makes enforcement of charters and principles difficult as has been seen in Zimbabwe and Mauritania.
The Free Trade Zone 

The free trade zone is based on a trickle-down theory of development and it comes through strongly from executives that this is the aim.  This is puzzling since this theory has been tried, tested and found wanting.  In South Africa, it has been shown not to work and whilst the economic policies followed have resulted in growth, abject poverty still exists and there are deepening divides in the society.  It can safely be assumed that this is also happening in the rest of the region.  
It is understood that subsidy systems destroy markets and that breakaway from unions to bilateral agreements is destroying unity – which raises the question of how unity can be achieved.  One possibility is that PAP can assist and draw member countries into line on certain issues, e.g. bilateral agreements that destroy the SADC free trade area.
One should also consider that perhaps our regional work ethic has slipped.     
Human beings are social animals and like other social animals with social structures; things go haywire when this is broken down.  It is important that this breakdown is critically examined and not explained away and this is why it is important to interrogate things properly.  It is necessary to recognise that sometimes we don’t have the skills.

Today trade is war.  It is not fair – that is the realm of charity.  The regions that want fair trade are those which are most disadvantaged by the system.

PAP is not a legislative body; currently it is only advisory.  Next year (mid-year) this will be reviewed.  But until there is a government of unity, enforcement will prove difficult.  But PAP does advise, and as long as civil society organisations engage proactively then politicians will listen.  PAP has advised regional economic communities, for example, not to take a specific route because of certain issues and governments are starting to realise they need to take heed of these opinions.  There needs to be the involvement of the media, religious communities and the others.  However, there is still a problem with education and then there is still the gap of true skills, even if there is education. 

When looking at the establishment of the Free Trade Zone, it is important to remember that collectively, SADC accounts for 1% of international trade.  Developing countries in the world account for 2%.  These are dire statistics.  It is thus not necessarily in the best interests of the region to maintain international trade.  It may make more sense to focus on intra-continental trade in the interim.
At the same time it must be remembered that there are no easy answers – and it is only possible to regulate what is happening. For all intents and purposes SADC purposes improved intra-trade means.  This means that a person can have a soda ash factory in Botswana, with the Kalahari sand in Botswana boasting the highest content of silica required in glass making.  This will allow for the expansion and growth of industries into many areas within the region.  

But in terms of world trade, to move from 1% to 5% may be possible – if the circumstances are right.  The SADC region has many mineral resources which can be used to our advantage.  In addition to the mineral resources we also have human potential that is as yet untapped.

Human and intellectual resources pose a challenge to the Free Trade Zone.  It is easier to deal with goods, so for example PAP is not even dealing with services yet; the WTO is still discussing goods but not making headway yet trying to get Southern African Customs Union to allow this.  

The role of the media

The role of the media is under scrutiny across the continent at the moment.  In some parts of Africa media is under threat, either physically or there are severe restrictions on what they are allowed to report on.  It is thus important to also look at what the role of the media is, not just nationally but also at a regional level.  Media can play an enormously important role in publicising and communicating the work of SADC and proactive engagement would benefit the region as a whole.  

In many instances, the media is able to access communities that regional bodies cannot and they thus have an important educative role to play in informing the informal sector, rural communities and other groups who may be marginalised from mainstream sources of information.  This requires a collaborative effort between SADC and the media.
It was noted that some of the issues around the Free Trade Zone were dealt with by the media, but this was inconsistent and ad hoc.  For example some of the discussions held in Botswana received very little coverage in South Africa.  There may be a parochial element, but it is important to remember that this is specialised information and the general media would not necessarily have an interest in reporting on these matters.  However, there is also a need for the media to be more pro-active in finding out what the issues are, what the effect of the Free Trade Zone will be on the lives of ordinary citizens, on business and on politics; and report on these stories. 

The parochial nature of media needs to be challenged, so that events that occur outside national border are also reported on.  Media – and civil society - need to understand the implications and ramifications of the Free Trade Zone and help publicise what the Free Trade Zone is and publicise the benefits (and the challenges).

At the moment, the media is writing for a particular audience, in a particular area and the stories that they cover keep this in mind.  A few articles here and there may appear, but realistically at the moment there is not much space devoted to the highly complex and complicated subject of the Free Trade Zone.  

There is also a deeply engrained nationalistic approach in the region and a competitiveness that plays into the hands of those who seek to use the Free Trade Zone for their own narrow interests. 
Media can assist in the creation of a regional consciousness and identity.  The events in South Africa in 2008 highlight the problem of xenophobia, and media have a large role to play in dispelling the myths. The dominance of South African media also needs to be challenged to allow other voices in the region to develop and contribute to discussions.  In saying this, however, it is important not to underestimate the challenges – even within South Africa, a Cape Town based newspaper just is not attractive to those in Johannesburg – the issues hold no attraction at all.   To achieve international or regional flavour in a paper is difficult: but not impossible.
One also needs to take into account the nature of media is big business and space is a valuable commodity.  With the explosion of the internet and new media, traditional media (like newspapers) are under pressure to produce more with dwindling resources.  For example, the Business Day is the successor to the Rand Daily Mail and has a staff of 65 -70.    Then the editorial staff totalled 215.  The African news section was previously covered to a much larger degree in the old days than is done today and this is because financial and other considerations.  

Part of the problem lies with the media and the other part with SADC itself.  SADC produced a number of leaflets on the Free Trade Zone, but these seem not to have been widely distributed and read.  This means that it will be necessary to find ways in which information can be disseminated and at the same time done in a way that will not compromise the media from a business nor indeed an ethical sense.
It should be remembered that the goal of media is not the altruistic dissemination of information and this means that a strategy is required that allows for information to be packaged in such a way that it proves attractive to the media.  
Current business practices
It is important to look critically at the actions of South African, given the influential position it has in the region.  There are some who are concerned that the Free Trade Zone will become another means to entrench the hegemonic position that it has, both politically and economically.  If the Free Trade Zone is to be a success, then it is important that good corporate citizenship is encouraged and that good governance and accountability principles are firmly entrenched in the practice of government and business.

Perhaps if there is a culture of good corporate governance businesses, business coming into an area will follow suit.  The South African corporate community is perceived as being very arrogant and as having big brother with a bully mentality.  This has been seen in the area of chain stores where they flout labour and other laws in other countries and  peruse practices that they do not in South Africa.  Such practices tarnish the reputation of business in particular and the country in general.  The Free Trade Zone must not become a dumping ground for inferior quality goods.

In order to hold business and government accountable, there are some civil society organisations which are highlighting bad corporate practice and unethical behaviour.  It is important to emphasise that the way organisations behave at home must be taken over the border and that business can’t pretend basic wage, minimum wage and discrimination doesn’t exist over the borders.  It is also important to encourage business to capacitate the communities that they are going into - for example empowering and educating local people to take over managerial positions, rather than bringing in people from their own countries to run the business.  It has taken some time, but these ideas are taking off and companies are seeing the benefits of implementing them.  There is still some work to be done in this area, but it is hoped that the Free Trade Zone will help to entrench the principles so that a culture of good governance and corporate responsibility will the fostered.
Of particular concern is the area of procurement.  For example, some local providers have tried to sell to South African businesses and they were told the item is of good quality, but it can’t be purchased in the country because of the centralised procurement system in South Africa. This is exploitation by way of dumping or eradicating jobs and it paralyses a local market. The same issue applies to school uniforms, which are supplied centrally. 

This is a problem that requires a multifaceted approach.  Government, business and civil society in South Africa need to look at ways at ensuring that this does not happen, but it is also important that the communities themselves and civil society groups from the places where this is happening also take action.  It is important to ensure that all groups work together on this.
In those instances where bad practices persist there are a number of solutions to changing the situation.  In many instances corporates are afraid of bad publicity and bad publicity (or the threat thereof) may be the catalyst for change.  In terms of government, it is important to lobby for South African businesses abroad to be held accountable in the same way they are at home.  One solution is to criminalise behaviour.  
The legal environment and enforcement is another debate.  According to Action Aid, rich countries say free trade helps poor countries to develop, but experience has shown that free trade opens the doors to inequality on the playing field and it doesn’t reduce poverty without policies and legislative environments and being resourced sufficiently to police the environment – otherwise there are problems, such as seen happen in Haiti, Peru and Nepal.  Although rich countries advocate free trade, no rich country has ever developed by starting from a free trade concept.   

This approach leads to environmental devastation and the protection of corporate enrichment.  What is needed is a people-centric, philanthropic and pro-poor approach.
South Africa has institutions and structures at its disposal  and these bodies need to develop a comprehensive code of conduct so that sanctions can be levied against an institution or even a country.  Taken with the efforts of SADC and the AU and this will ensure there are checks and balances in place to ensure compliance through standards and uniform legislation.  
It is only by looking at the Free Trade Zone holistically, by being as transparent and inclusive as possible that it will be able to work effectively, boost the economics of the region, but perhaps more importantly be able to uplift the lives of the destitute and the poor.



















































� In every State of the Nation Address in South Africa of the last 14 years has mentioned poverty eradication, but very little has happened to achieve this.  In the great depression of 1930, South Africa was badly hit, with a concentration of poverty hit by Afrikaners on farms.  The response was to take them off the farms, move them to the lower reaches of the Orange River and put them to work on communal schemes.  The special services battalion was formed and it engaged in infrastructural work such as the Vaalharts scheme.  There is no such effort seen in post-apartheid South Africa, or in the rest of the continent (a little bit was seen in Tanzania at one stage), but forming working groups is not seen in Africa: these provide learning tuition and training with a focus on skills and work ethic and responsibility.
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