
 

 

Some Important Calls for AsgiSA 
Brian Whittaker  

Its 6.30pm and Thandi’s day has just started. She sits at a computer console in a call centre 
with about 150 similarly young people. Thandi is from Alexandra, completed school at John 
Orr Tech and was unemployed until she got this job. The phone rings and she gestures for 
me to listen on a head-phone. The caller from New York is fed up. He had paid his account 
but is still being harassed for payment.  

Thandi asked for his details in an 
American accent. As she talks to him, she 
drops into conversation brief references to 
topical American issues. She chats to her 
client as if he is down the road. Thandi 
has moved out of the ranks of the 
unemployed into the global economy 
working for a South African company that 
had won a contract to provide services to 
a global company’s American customers. 
 
Contracting external agents to perform 
certain business functions is not new. But 

collaboration between companies and external service providers, who are off site and 
increasingly off shore, has grown rapidly with the universal use of email and internet 
connections. This has given birth to a rapidly growing business process outsourcing (BPO) 
industry which enables companies to outsource IT and Technical Services; Call Centres; 
Financial Accounting and Administration; certain Human Resource Functions; Data 
management; Administration; Insurance; Website Design and so on. 

Because of the channel through which the service is provided (telephone, email, and internet) 
the service can be provided from anywhere in the world where there is adequate 
infrastructure and skills at competitive costs. Developing countries like India and the 
Philippines have benefited significantly from this trend and will continue to do so. India 
forecasts 1m new jobs from this activity by 2008. Others like China are starting to do the 
same in this market which is forecast to grow at 50% p.a. (resulting in growth of over $50bn, 
opening a window of opportunity for South Africa to create 100 000 new jobs (25 000 direct 
and 75 000 indirect) and contribute some R8bn to the economy by 2009.  

We have a good starting position: a sound reputation in the financial services and insurance 
sectors; good English language capability; a stable country with a well managed economy, 
good quality of life and an attractive business environment. 

At the beginning of 2006 the Department of Trade and Industry working with the Business 
Trust reviewed independent research that confirmed the opportunity and identified 
constraints. It was clear that the impact on the second economy could be significant. First by 
drawing people like Thandi out of the ranks of the unemployed and providing them with skills 
and experience; but also because outsourcers often seek localities away from the major 
centres to contain costs and retain staff thus creating opportunities for secondary towns. 

These opportunities were also seen by AsgiSA which targeted outsourcing as a lead sector 
for accelerating and sharing growth. A support programme was established under a 
partnership committee, which was set up by the Business Trust and chaired by the Minister of 
Trade and Industry. Within 14 months of the initiation of this work and 11 months from the 



identification of this as a lead sector by AsgiSA, the cabinet had announced a comprehensive 
programme of government assistance and support for the sector, a talent development 
programme had been agreed to by the Department of Labour and the dti; a new set of 
industry standards had been launched to assure quality and one of the world’s largest 
outsourcing companies had moved its development director from the Philippines to SA to set 
up operations here. 

This demonstrated an unusual capacity for coordination among government departments and 
cooperation between public and private actors, as well as the value of providing dedicated 
attention to the achievement of national objectives.  

An important start has been made to improve broad band access, negotiate more competitive 
telecommunication costs for preferred investors, agree on a talent development programme 
and launch the marketing drive. Special arrangements are being made to procure new 
resources, arrange flexible funding, simplify administration and develop cooperative 
implementation mechanisms.  

In this case, as with much of what AsgiSA has targeted, a distinction is needed between what 
can be achieved with the available funding, systems and structures, and where an 
extraordinary effort will be required. For example the commitment of over R100million by the 
Business Trust to support the BPO process released discretionary resources that enabled the 
BPO support programme to move rapidly to do research, prepare plans and initiate action. 
The commitment by the cabinet to an extraordinary programme of government assistance 
and support will now drive the programme over the coming years. Resources over and above 
those routinely available will also be required if the talent development programme is to 
develop at the pace required.  

Innovations are also required in the design of the mechanisms through which funding is 
deployed. It is particularly important that flexible funding mechanisms are available for 
programmes designed to stimulate market responses which cannot be precisely predicted. 
Large scale national programmes will also require simplified administration if they are to 
succeed.  

Innovative mechanisms are also required to secure alignment between government 
departments and between government and the private sector. The mechanisms for 
interdepartmental cooperation and public private partnership in this sort of venture are not 
well developed. An extraordinary effort is needed to align government action and procure 
effective public private cooperation. A good start has been made but a substantial 
improvement in the pace of cooperation will be needed if South Africa is to be competitive in 
an industry that moves at internet speed. 

AsgiSA has done an extraordinary job of galvanising those inside and outside government 
behind the idea of accelerating and sharing growth. This now needs to be backed by new 
resources, flexible mechanisms, simplified administration and enhanced alignment within 
government and between government and the private sector. The key challenge is to create 
the structures that will allow the pursuit of extraordinary objectives without undermining 
routine administration. Perhaps the AsgiSA planners have their finger on the issue when they 
say in the AsgiSA annual report that one of their challenges is to develop appropriate 
institutions. They point to experience that suggests that autonomous and innovative 
institutions often do a better job than government departments. This is not because there is 
anything inherently wrong with government departments. It is because the pursuit of special 
objectives requires focused and dedicated attention of a kind that departments which carry 
onerous responsibility for the performance of routine tasks can’t easily provide.  

The joint search for these appropriate mechanisms is now the key challenge, for those who 
are committed to accelerating and sharing growth. This article appeared in Business Day on 
16 April 2007 

To learn more about the Business Trust Business Process Outsourcing Support Programme 
visit http://www.btrust.org.za 
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