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SAskills

shortage

crisis or urban legend?

By Saaleha Bamjee-Mayet

SKILLS SHORTAGE' and ‘brain
drain’ are phrases that make for
ubiquitous headlines.
The 2010 Soccer World Cup,
Gautrain and other infrastructure
construction projects will demand
much of South Africa’s pool of qualified and
experienced people and the perception that the
pool is nearly empty has raised alarm.

A dynamic discussion recently at Wits
Business School, co-hosted by Grant Thornton,
tackled the subject of the SA skills shortage
and explored whether it is a crisis or an urban
legend. Speakers included Leonard Brehm,
National Chairman of Grant Thornton, who
presented the findings of the 2008 Grant
Thornton International Business Report (IBR)
which looks at topics that include business
optimism, crime, BEE, recruitment and
retention of skills and employment growth.

Jimmy Manyi, President of the Black
Management Forum, presented the flip side of
the skills shortage debate and what he termed
‘convenient propaganda’.

The IBR examined the attitudes, plans and
trends of 7 800 privately-held businesses in
34 economies across six continents. In South
Africa, the study surveyed 300 respondents
made up of business owners or senior
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executives of organisations that employed
between 100 and 400 people. A cause of great
concern for Brehm was the low number of
matriculants who passed.

He quoted research that showed that of the
approximately one and a half million children
who started school in 1995, less than one
third have now matriculated. Of those who
matriculated and attained A, B or C symbols
for higher-grade mathematics, only 700 were
black. Good results for maths is crucial for
careers in medicine, engineering and the
business sciences. “That is where the greatest
problem lies - in our primary school education.
We need to get this right before we look at the
other areas,” Brehm said.

Brehm brought up the issue of the chartered

Institutional racism is
Ingrained racial stereotyping;
the general understanding
that blackness includes
mediocrity, incompetence and
laziness.

accounting profession not being representative
enough. "It is overwhelmingly white. There are
approximately 27 000 CAs in SA. Of those, about
4 000 are registered auditors with 2 800 being
people who actively audit. Of those less than
100 are black. In total, including Indians and
coloureds, the amount comes up to about 500
to 600."

The IBR asked of its South African
respondents: “During the last year, have you
given serious consideration to leaving South
Africa permanently?” The survey revealed
that 32% would leave the country. It further
revealed that 82% of those who responded in
the affirmative would leave because of the
crime issue,” Brehm said.

However, he was encouraged by the
increasing public demand for strong and
sustained action by government security
agencies and by the growth of a culture of
community participation in assisting with the
detection and control of crime.

The survey also looked at constraints to
growing businesses. “For several years, SA
has identified the availability of a skilled
workforce as the main constraint. This year the
statistic was at 48%. But let me say that this
was identified as a global trend - at 35% - in
our research. When asked the question, how
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