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1.8 millionThe number of people
employed in South Africa’s
manufacturing sector

In Nu mb ers

By CHRIS BARRON

● Philippa Rodseth, executive director of the
Manufacturing Circle, says a “crack team”
with a direct mandate from President Cyril
Ramaphosa is needed to turn around South
African manufacturing.

According to the latest purchasing man-
agers ’ index and Stats SA figures, the manu-
facturing sector is still in decline. As it is, it
contributes just 12% to the local economy,
less than half what it did in the early 1990s.

“We can’t afford to lose it,” she says. “H ow
are we going to create employment in this
country on the back of financial services and
retail services?”

In spite of countless industrial policy
action plans, “we ’re in the process of de-
industrialising, with catastrophic socioeco-
nomic implications”, she says.

A major cause is a lack of expertise and
alignment between various government de-
partments .

“In the economic cluster you’ve got the
departments of trade and industry, the Trea-
sury, economic development, small business
development — a lot of different depart-
ments without the alignment one would like
to see. If you’re going to drive industrialisa-
tion, you need a very strong voice and focus
right from the top to co-ordinate these differ-
ent entities.”

The team would incorporate experts from
the private sector. Rodseth says projects and
proposals need to be tangible.

“It can’t be ideology, or which theoretical
route we should be going. It must be: put the
project on the table, what do we need to do,
what is our time frame, how much is it going
to cost, what do we need to do to get things
back on track?

“This is why we need a crack team with a
mandate and directive from the president to
pull these things together and implement
these projects.”

Last year the Manufacturing Circle
launched its “Map to a Million” plan to create
a million new manufacturing jobs in 10 years
by rejuvenating industrialisation in the Vaal
Triangle .

At present, only 1.8 million people are
employed in the sector.

The centrepiece of this plan is a proposed
$7-billion (about R94-billion) project to con-
struct a gas pipeline connecting newly dis-

covered gas fields in Mozambique into the
Sasol pipeline.

“We need to identify more catalytic pro-
jects like this to help kick-start manufactur-
ing , ” Rodseth says .

“But for projects like this to happen you
have to have a presidential mandate, you
can ’t have the Department of Trade and In-
dustry trying to handle it. You need a crack
team right at the top to co-ordinate it and
good implementers with the right exper-
tise . ”

The government must utilise private-sec-
tor skills as in the US, where retired industri-
alists with expertise offer their services for a
nominal amount.

“We ’ve got expertise and skills and expe-
rience in this country,” she says. It is “incred -
ibly frustrating” to watch the level of bungled
projects or outright non-implementation
when these skills are available.

“Government is undercapacitated, but we
have the skills, we can second people in. We
can ’t just do nothing.”

Both industry and the government are
starting to realise “what a huge cost we are
paying for inaction. There has not been an
understanding of what inaction is costing
our country. We’ve got lots of plans and lots
of policies, but we are very weak at imple-
mentation . ”

She says blaming global economic events
for the country’s declining manufacturing
sector is a cop-out.

“We are part of the global economy
whether we like it or not. So we’ve got to
become more adept and agile in our re-
sponses .

“We need a more co-ordinated, sophisti-
cated, strategic approach than we’ve seen so

far. We need to know what’s going  on, we
need to have our A-team at the table.”

The onus is not only on the government,
she says. It’s also on industry. There needs to
be more collaboration.

“There is not enough participation by in-

dustry in trade negotiations. There could be
a lot more.”

South African companies can apply for
exemptions to US tariffs but industry and the
government need to be alert to the indirect
impact of US President Donald Trump’s tar-

iffs on steel imports from other countries.
“They ’re now going to new markets,

which could have an adverse impact on
South Africa if we’re not adept at monitoring
what imports are coming into the country
and what our tariff barriers are.

“So this will require an adept and agile re-
sponse . ”

One such response must be to boost
South Africa’s export competitiveness.

“There are threats with these tariffs but
also opportunities, if we understand what’s
going on and we educate ourselves.”

Industry needs to provide the government
with better information to use in trade nego-
tiations .

“To negotiate in a sophisticated way, the
information to use in trade negotiations
needs to be there. We’re working  on how to
enable better industry involvement in these
negotiations, which are highly technical.”

Closer to home, the sector needs Public
Enterprises Minister Pravin Gordhan to sort
out state-owned enterprises.

Corruption at SOEs has been hugely
detrimental to local manufacturers, denying
them lucrative contracts that have gone to
foreign companies in return for massive
bribes .

“Let ’s get them cleaned up and working
so they can buy South African-manufactured
products like they’re supposed to, and pro-
vide the utilities that they’re supposed to.”

On the supply side, a lot needs to be done
on input costs, energy price regulation and
administered pricing as far as the ports are
concerned .

“This along with rail is a long-standing
structural anomaly that needs to be ad-
dressed . ”

This can only be done by a crack govern-
ment-private sector team empowered by the
president, she says.

Rodseth worked as an architect before
completing an MBA at Wits Business School.
After working in Hong Kong, she worked for
a private equity team funding young black
entrepreneurs .

She took the Manufacturing Circle job in
2015 “because I’m an optimist”.

She says she is “seeing more of a sense
from government and industry that time is
running out”, and this, if little else, gives her
hope .
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