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BCX celebrates 
women in 
technology

Our most important customer, is yours.

Rebatho Madiba has a 20-year career grounded in IT. She was first 
attracted to technology when she was just 14. Madiba has been ‘very 
intentional’ about making sure she reached her goal to become an IT 
executive and put herself in a position to mentor youngsters in IT.

“I have always made sure to keep myself on the path towards my 
ultimate goal,” she says. “I had a clear and deliberate development 
plan, selecting career opportunities as they presented themselves.  
I operated in every possible role in IT, except in architecture, so that  
I had a 360-degree foundation and view of the IT value chain.

A vital lesson is to fail fast but fail forward in order to be ahead of the 
curve. In effect, digital transformation has allowed us to fail. I was fortunate 
at a previous employer to have a great group CIO who enabled us to take 
the 4IR bull by the horns and run with digital transformation—although this 
was in 2017 and no one really knew what it was. Now, I’ve been able to 
take the lessons learnt throughout my career and apply them to present-
day implementation of digital transformation for my clients.”

Madiba says she has excelled in IT, a predominantly male-dominated 
world, by being true to herself and appreciating the fact that she is a 
woman. “My advice to women is to hone your strategy, identify how 
you want to be seen and how you wish to impress, and remember that 
respect is earned when you consistently present factual conversation. 
Create a habit of excellence.”

Sharon Maasdorp qualified with an honours degree in Strategic 
Management and an Executive Digital Leadership Programme through 
Wits and UCT, and has over 20 years of experience in the ICT industry. 
She performed at various levels from product manager roles to senior 
and executive management, and is currently a managing executive, 
which has honed her skills as an ICT expert.

Entering the field of ICT as a product manager for networking solutions, 
Maasdorp was intrigued by the possibilities that technology could open 
up, and its impact on society. “I am a natural problem solver interested 

Samu Mohutsiwa is focused on developing and operationalising 
innovative, new niche solutions for BCX’s strategic industry verticals. 
“My work requires strategy development and implementation 
through a balanced mix of data analytics, insights communication, 
collaborative execution as well as value monitoring and 
improvement. This work sees me working with some of the best 
talent and leadership within BCX, the Telkom Group, with industry 
partners and our priority clients.”

Being asked about the challenges women still face in the 
ICT industry, Mohutsiwa indicated that “there is inadequate 
sponsorship, as well as female role models and mentorship which 
is desperately required if we are to get rid of the gender bias that 
still exists. Gender bias is something we can’t ignore. It is grossly 
evident in corporate leadership structures in most industries.

This is further exacerbated by the lack of assertiveness, 
imposter syndrome and social conditioning which are counter 
leadership traits that prevent women from being proactive in 
pursuing opportunities, strategic relationships and leadership 
responsibilities.” 

Having spent most of her 15-year career in operations, business 
development and strategy roles within the mining, management 
consulting and engineering space, Mohutsiwa saw an opportunity 
to enter the ICT space. “It was a no-brainer for me to be in the 
ICT space, an industry that produced the key tools that enabled 
most of my successful contributions,” says Mohutsiwa. She was 
advised early on to be involved in work that has value. “A mentor 
said to me... it’s easy to create cool ICT solutions and programmes. 
Prioritise your efforts for solutions and programmes that address 
the needs of your client. And then make them cool if you can. This 
still holds true for me today.”

“Young women wanting to enter the industry must go for it!” She 
added that the time to be in ICT has never been better than now. 
“COVID-19 in particular has made a lot of what we build and sell a 
lot more relevant and even essential. You also must be comfortable 
with continuous learning, collaboration and adapting to change.”

With a degree in Electrical Engineering from the University of Cape 
Town, a master’s from Cornell in New York State, certificates in Project 
Management and Product Development, not to mention having 
completed executive programmes from the Gordon Institute of Business 
Science, Dhlamini continues to expand her skill set, allowing her to keep 
abreast of the rapid changes in the industry. 

Dhlamini was first introduced to ICT by her father. “My father was an 
exchange operator in the Umbumbulu and Osizweni post office.  
I was intrigued by what he did and loved watching the evolution from 
manned to automatic exchange, and it stayed with me until course 
selection.”

At BCX, Dhlamini is focused on introducing Wi-Fi 6 solutions as part of the 
managed Wi-Fi portfolio, and L2oX, which leverages 5G for enterprise 
applications.

She believes strongly in knowledge transfer to help the next generation 
of young women in the industry. A firm believer that mentoring can 
elevate women in the technology space, Dhlamini says she loves the 
idea of sharing, after referencing an isiZulu phrase close to her heart 
which translates to: ‘You ask about the path from the people who have 
already travelled it’.

A vital lesson is to fail fast 
but fail forward in order 
to be ahead of the curve

Rebatho Madiba, Managing  
Executive: Business Development  
Digital Platform Solutions

Prioritise your efforts 
towards solutions that meet 
the needs of your clients

Samu Mohutsiwa, Executive: 
Multi-sided Platform Solutions

BCX is an advocate for the advancement 
of women in technology and supports the 
inclusion of women in the industry. Through 
various initiatives, BCX collaborates with 
various partners to provide platforms 
such as Wired4Women that empowers 
and encourages the growth of women 
in the technology sector. Wired4Women 
encourages women in technology to 
come together to support each other and 
to shape the industry. Closer to home, BCX 
implements intensive headhunting, training 
and mentoring programmes to ensure that 
BCX female experts are rising within the 
ranks into senior and executive leadership 
positions.

Women’s Month offers us a unique 
opportunity to highlight some of the 
exceptional females making waves at BCX.

We spoke to them about their interest in 
the ICT industry, the challenges still facing 
women, the best advice they’ve been 
given, and what wisdom they’d  provide 
to young women wanting to enter the 
industry.
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in making an impact on society and identified ICT as an opportunity to 
leverage technology to make a difference and bring about change,” 
says Maasdorp. Having recognised the gender disparity that existed 
within the industry, she has become an advocate for championing 
young women in technology. “There are going to be challenges that 
women will face when entering a male-dominated environment. But 
that should not stop us from breaking the glass ceiling, achieving our 
goals and creating paths for others to follow,” says Maasdorp.

As a leader of a large team, Maasdorp has high expectations of her team, 
but knows when and how to support them. “A supportive manager can 
make the world of difference, especially during tough times.” Citing an 
example from her own experience, “A previous manager once told me 
that I was awesome at my job; he advised me to just be myself and do 
what I do. This is the best piece of advice I have received.”

Remaining authentic in challenging environments is a good means of 
navigating a challenging corporate environment. “I would advise young 
women wanting to enter the field of technology to do the same. Don’t 
just accept the status quo; always strive for better and excellence, so 
that they can make an impact and be the best version of themselves. It is 
also important to be a lifelong learner and curious. Mostly, be authentic 
and walk with confidence. How you show up says much about who you 
are,” concludes Maasdorp.

When first starting at BCX, Dhlamini recalls her third day at the company 
where she was approached to mentor some young minds. “I liked that...
it gives them direct access to high-level management and practical 
experience of what a journey to executive management looks like,” 
she says, attesting to the impact BCX is making on the professional 
development and empowerment of youth, and women in particular.

Reimagine Growth

Don’t just accept 
the status quo

Sharon Maasdorp,  
Managing Executive:  
Unified Communications

You ask about the path 
from the people who 
have already travelled it

Ntando Dhlamini, BCX Executive 
for Product: M2M; WCS and  
SD-WAN Express
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continue to seem insurmountable.  
This year’s theme for women’s month is “Generation Equality: Realising Women’s Rights for 
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issue of National Women’s Day say that we need change now.  
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A D V ER T OR I A L   GL OB A L  C O MPA C T  NE T W OR K  S O U T H  A F R IC A

  G
uided by the Women’s Empowerment 
Principles, member companies of 
the United Nations Global Compact 
Network South Africa (GCNSA) have 
an opportunity to accelerate their 

efforts toward gender equality. Globally, over 
6 000 companies have signed the Women’s 
Empowerment Principles CEO Statement 
of Support, committing to advancing 
gender equality at the highest level. We 
encourage companies to embed all seven of 

ACCELERATING 
GENDER EQUALITY

South Africa faces many inequalities, including gender inequality and gender-based violence. 
In honour of women’s month, we elaborate on some of the gender equality initiatives offered 

by the United Nations Global Compact Network South Africa. By DR ACHIENG OJWANG

these principles to empower women in the 
workplace, marketplace and community.

Businesses can adopt the Women’s 
Empowerment Principles (WEPs) by 
implementing the following actions in 
their organisations.

PRINCIPLE 1: ESTABLISH HIGH-LEVEL 
CORPORATE LEADERSHIP FOR GENDER EQUALITY
Corporate leadership directs and sets 
strategy in business. It is critical that top 

leadership endorse gender equality and 
the WEPs as a top strategic priority for 
implementation. Some suggested actions 
may include:
• Embedding values of gender equality 

into your business values, business plan 
and overall organisational culture.

• Setting ambitious companywide 
goals and targets for gender equality 
and women’s empowerment, and 
measuring progress.

Global Compact Network.indd   4 2022/07/26   4:26 PM
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ABOUT THE UNITED NATIONS GLOBAL COMPACT
The United Nations Global Compact (UN Global Compact) was established in 
1999 following a proposal by the former United Nations’ secretary-general, Ko�  
Annan, that business and the United Nations initiate a global compact of shared 
values and principles. Today, the UN Global Compact is the world’s largest 
corporate sustainability initiative. 

Our organisation, the United Nations Global Compact Network South Africa, 
is a local network of the UN Global Compact. We are a business-led platform 
working to accelerate and scale up our business partners’ collective impact 
by delivering on the Ten Principles of the UN Global Compact and Sustainable 
Development Goals, aligned with South Africa’s National Development Plan. 
We offer our member companies guidance on applying a principled approach 
to achieving sustainable value by delivering a measurable impact to pressing 
national challenges,  such as anticorruption, labour and decent work, human 
rights, climate change, and gender inequality. 

GL OB A L  C O MPA C T  NE T W OR K  S O U T H  A F R IC A   A D V ER T OR I A L  

➔ Scan this QR code to go 

directly to the GCNSA website.

For more information:
  info@globalcompactsa.org.za 
  globalcompactsa.org.za

GCNSA’s Gender Equality Programmes

PRINCIPLE 2: TREAT ALL WOMEN AND MEN 
FAIRLY AT WORK – RESPECT AND SUPPORT 
HUMAN RIGHTS AND NONDISCRIMINATION
In line with international human rights principles, 
women and men must be treated fairly at work. 
Some actions that can be applied:
• Paying equal remuneration, including 

benefi ts and bonuses, for work of equal 
value and ensuring, as a minimum, a living 
wage for all women and men employees.

• Advocating and implementing an inclusive 
workplace culture and removing gender-based 
discrimination from all policies and practices.

PRINCIPLE 3: ENSURE THE HEALTH, 
SAFETY, AND WELLBEING OF ALL WOMEN 
AND MEN WORKERS
Companies that prioritise the health, 
safety, and wellbeing of all their employees, 
economically outperform others without 
the same conditions. Actions that can be 
implemented include:
• Establishing internal policies and 

procedures preventing all forms of violence 
and sexual harassment at work.

• Ensuring all employees, including part-time 
workers, have equal access to health 

benefi ts and to support services for survivors 
of violence and harassment.

PRINCIPLE 4: PROMOTE EDUCATION, TRAINING, 
AND PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FOR WOMEN
Actions that embody this principle include:
• Investing in workplace policies and programmes 

that open avenues for women’s advancement at 
all levels and across all business areas.

• Ensuring equal access to and participation 
in all company-supported education and 
training programmes.

PRINCIPLE 5: IMPLEMENT ENTERPRISE 
DEVELOPMENT, SUPPLY CHAIN AND MARKETING 
PRACTICES THAT EMPOWER WOMEN
There are many barriers to gender equality due to 
biased marketing and limited inclusion of women 
in enterprise development and the business 
supply chain. These barriers can be eliminated by 
businesses and supply chains through:
• Adopting the Women’s Empowerment Principles.
• Supporting gender-sensitive solutions to 

women’s barriers to accessing fi nancial 
products and services.

PRINCIPLE 6: PROMOTE EQUALITY THROUGH 
COMMUNITY INITIATIVES AND ADVOCACY
Businesses are encouraged to respond to 
consumer preferences by buying from companies 
with gender-responsive business practices and 
actively support community initiatives. Leading 
actions that businesses can implement include:
• Leading by example by showcasing concrete 

actions to advance gender equality and 
women’s empowerment.

• Leveraging infl uence, alone or in partnership, 
to advance gender equality and collaborate 
with business partners, suppliers and 
community leaders to achieve results.

PRINCIPLE 7: MEASURE AND PUBLICLY REPORT ON 
PROGRESS TO ACHIEVE GENDER EQUALITY
To increase accountability and commitment to 
gender equality, companies are encouraged to 
publicly commit to ambitious targets that can 
be monitored and tracked. Some recommended 
actions are:
• Assessing gender equality baseline through 

the Women’s Empowerment Principles Gap 
Analysis Tool.

• Developing incentives and accountability 
mechanisms to accelerate WEPs implementation.

Companies are challenged to scale up their 
impact on gender equality in their organisations 
by setting and meeting more ambitious 
targets. Our tools and programme, targeted 
at accelerating gender equality in business, 
provide clear direction and guidance and are 
available to our member companies. 

Globally, over  6 000 companies have signed the Women’s
Empowerment Principles CEO Statement of Support, committing to 

advancing gender equality at the highest level.

Global Compact Network.indd   5 2022/07/26   4:26 PM
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GLOBAL COMPACT NETWORK SOUTH AFRICA

Global Compact Network South Africa (GCNSA) is a business-led 
platform working toward accelerating and scaling the collective 
business impact by delivering on the Ten Principles of the UN 
Global Compact and the Sustainable Development Goals as 
aligned with South Africa’s National Development Plan. 

UN GLOBAL COMPACT ACCELERATORS
Through our accelerators, participating companies achieve 
sustainable value by delivering measurable impact on the 
world’s most pressing challenges.

GCNSA BOARD OF DIRECTORS

TARGET GENDER EQUALITY 
Target Gender Equality (TGE) is a six-month accelerator 
programme that drives business success, sustainability, and 
contribution to Goal 5.5 and the Women Empowerment 
Principles (WEPs).  TGE calls for bold action in setting and 
reaching ambitious corporate targets for women’s representation 
and leadership. Our member companies have access to several 
tools, such as the Women’s Empowerment Principles and the 
Gender Gap Analysis tool.
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IMPACT? JOIN US, SCAN THIS QR CODE TO APPLY.
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UN South Africa
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Governance Consulting

Kathleen Ebersohn-Khuvutlu,  
Senior Sustainability Specialist, 
Discovery

Mpumi Madisa, Board 
Chairperson, CEO, Bidvest

Natascha Viljoen, 
CEO, Anglo Platinum

Tanya Dos Santos, Group  
Head of Sustainabilty, Investec

Global Compact Network South Africa has a diverse board that is
• Strategic
• Diversely skilled
• Agenda driven
• Inclusive
• Knowledgeable
• Innovative
The board gives the required strategic and governance guidance 
and accelerates sustainability leadership in South Africa.
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Twenty-eight years as a democratic country and women in South Africa continue to face 
challenges of poverty and gender inequality, writes DENISE MHLANGA 

I
n gender-equal societies, 
women feel safe and 
have access to the same 
education, financial and career 
opportunities as their male 

counterparts. Sadly in South 
Africa, this status is reserved for 
the few while the majority face the 
harsh realities of life daily. 

“Persistently high levels of 
poverty and gender inequality, 
contributing to increasing  
gender-based violence (GBV), in our  
society are critical issues facing women,” says 
Rumbie Chidoori, regional policy and advocacy 
co-ordinator at Sonke Gender Justice.

The COVID-19 pandemic has worsened the 
situation while South Africa’s largely patriarchal 
society doesn’t prioritise GBV issues. 

Chidoori says the effective eradication of 
these challenges requires a radical shift in 
thinking. “Sonke Gender Justice firmly believes in 
transforming gender and power relations, and the 
structures, norms and values that underpin them 
are critical to ending GBV and gender inequality.”

Sonke Gender Justice engages men and 
boys, including policy-makers, faith, religious and 
traditional leaders, to challenge harmful norms 
against women. 

“We also engage with key stakeholders and 
institutions with a view to altering their influence 
from patriarchal views that advance harmful 
practices and limit women’s rights, especially 

Refiloe 
Seseane 

SEEKING JUSTICE
Seseane points out that the enforcement of laws 
and accountability levels of institutions to address 
violence against women are low while violence 
rates continue to rise. 

“Women alone cannot fight patriarchy and GBV 
to ensure their own safety. The combined efforts of 
law enforcement bodies are needed to mitigate the 
effects of trauma women go through due to GBV,” 
says Seseane. 

She believes programmes aimed at educating 
boys about gender-based violence are needed. 
She adds that 18twenty8 will launch the Boys and 
Men forum, aimed at shifting the toxic masculinity 
narrative of boys and men as aggressors in GBV 
by providing access to role models, adventure 
excursions and healing. In so doing, high school 
boys will be better equipped to champion girls’ 
and women’s safety.

Chidoori says South Africa’s flawed criminal 
justice system has failed thousands of women. 
Many women don’t bother to report rape or 
violence, while those who do report these 
incidents are often victimised. 

Women with disabilities struggle with accessing 
the courts; there is a lack of sign language 
interpreters and information in Braille for those with 
vision impairments – demonstrating that courts 
need to improve to enable women seeking justice 
ease of access, she says. 

 “South Africa has great laws, but there is a lack 
of effective implementation. Those responsible for 
implementing laws and policies need adequate 
support to ensure the intended purposes of the 
law are achieved,” says Chidoori.   

“PERSISTENTLY HIGH LEVELS OF POVERTY 
AND GENDER INEQUALITY, CONTRIBUTING 
TO INCREASING GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE 
(GBV), IN OUR SOCIETY ARE CRITICAL 
ISSUES FACING WOMEN.” – RUMBIE CHIDOORI

STILL BATTLING POVERTY AND  
GENDER INEQUALITY 

in the areas of GBV and 
human rights. We do this to 
disrupt toxic masculinities 
and engender a human 
rights framework within these 
institutions,” she says. 

The founder of 18twenty8, 
Refiloe Seseane, says access 
to quality education and 
funding of small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) for women 
is a challenge facing many. 

Women who start their own businesses often 
don’t have the experience and could benefit from 
education to sharpen their skills in the business 
world. However, funding for education and 
growing businesses is not easily available  
for women. 

Seseane encourages women to look for and 
share funding opportunities with other women 
through various networking platforms.

The organisation offers:
•	 Interactive life-skills workshops for girls 

in Grades 11 and 12 at high schools in 
marginalised communities;

•	 A mentorship programme that matches young 
women to professional women for mentoring 
and career exposure during and after their 
undergraduate studies;

•	 Financial assistance to cover the full costs of 
any undergraduate degree; and 

•	 A leadership development camp for female 
university students. 

“We are committed to producing successive 
generations of educated, female leaders in 
South Africa who will not only ensure that 
the workforce is more gender-equal and 
equitable, but is also equipped to tackle 
the many economic, social and political 
challenges facing our country,”  
she says.

FAST FACT  
South Africa, as with other countries assessed in The Levers of Change: 
Gender Equality Attitudes Study 2022 by UN Women, has a high prevalence of 
discriminatory attitudes and gender-based stereotypes that perpetuate gender 
inequality and underscore how widespread and deeply entrenched these views 
are in societies. 

Rumbie Chidoori
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“It was through acquaintances and friendships that the built environment Ladies 
Association (bela) was established as a nonpro�t community-based organisation by 
women from the built environment for women in the built environment.” – Claire Crone

bela is committed to promoting 
inclusivity and the culture of 

upholding honourable principles and 
values among its members.

IM
A

G
E

S
: A

L
A

N
 S

TR
AT

O
N

A D V ER T OR I A L   bela 

b
ela (Built Environment Ladies 
Association) is an association that 
seeks to provide women in the built 
environment with an opportunity to 
meet in a safe space, socialise with 

like-minded women and attend discussions 
on personal and professional topics relevant 
to women in the industry.

While working in the Republic of Ireland, bela’s 
founder, Claire Crone, joined Network Dublin, 
a business network for women. Under the 
guidance of dynamic South African expatriate 
Leanne Papaioannou, the business skills Crone 
gleaned as a young quantity surveyor (QS) from 
this fun network proved vital to her career.

Crone later also served on the National 
Association of Women In Construction 
committee – a voluntary association geared 
toward professional women involved in 
Dublin’s construction industry.

Upon her return to Gqeberha, Crone 
noticed the lack of similar networks to those 
in Dublin. Gqeberha’s network landscape did 
not provide a dedicated space to connect 
local women in the built environment and 
grow personally and professionally.

At a meeting late in 2021, Crone and 
Suzette Parkin decided to establish a network 
for women in the built environment by merging 
the Irish networks’ concepts. Their long-time 
friends Katharina Crafford and Kylé Allers 

were excited to join the team of founders 
with the exciting prospect of establishing a 
fun network for professional ladies from all 
aspects of the built environment, and so bela 
was born. A unique voluntary association that 
is not limited to any individual discipline.

A NETWORKING PLATFORM
The depth of the founders’ national and 
international work experience, paired with 
practising in different sectors of the built 
environment and different qualification 
backgrounds, fosters multidimensional 
discussions, insights and ideas.

The monthly events aim to raise 
consciousness about the challenges and 
successes of women in the built environment 
and include site visits, guest lectures on 
professional topics, business skills guidance, 
and creative and personal workshops. The 
format of each event is part-presentation and 
part-networking.

These meetings provide an environment 
that enables bela’s members to socialise in 
an atmosphere of fun, creativity and support, 

touching on industry topics and possibly 
generating and sharing solutions and tips. 

So, a network dedicated to women has 
started, but one cannot ignore the proverbial 
bull elephant in the room “under construction”. 
The bela founders acknowledge that women 
and men interact and communicate differently, 
which may affect the dynamics of a group, 
depending on its gender composition. 
Appreciating this difference, bela’s overarching 
intention is to celebrate ladies in the built 
environment in a dedicated space.

MEMBER-ORIENTED
Looking towards the future, bela’s founders will 
continue to build and grow this association, 
maintaining the character and image of bela as 
a safe space for like-minded professionals to 

CELEBRATING WOMEN 
WHO BUILD bela is a nonprofit community organisation that aims to 

support and encourage women in the built environment and 
provide networking opportunities through monthly meetings

bela founding members (from left): Kylé Allers,  
Suzette Parkin, Claire Crone and Katharina Crafford. 

Bela v2.indd   8 2022/07/27   12:05 PM
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Claire Crone
Claire Crone achieved 
an honours degree 
from the University 
of Port Elizabeth 
(renamed Nelson 
Mandela University) in quantity 
surveying and is professionally 
registered with the South African 
Council for the Quantity Surveying 
Profession and the Royal Institute of 
Chartered Surveyors. Claire serves the 
members as bela’s president.

Katharina Crafford,
bela treasurer 
Katharina Crafford 
is a registered ICIOB 
member holding a 
Dipl.-Ing. degree in 
Civil Engineering 
with a specialisation in construction 
management and building economics 
from the Universität of Dortmund in 
Germany. She now lectures at Nelson 
Mandela University. “bela – inspiring 
young minds”.

Sue Parkin
Suzette Parkin, as 
secretary, holds a B.Tech 
in Interior Design and 
won the Corobrik Prize 
for Best Fourth Year 
Project in Interior Design 
(2004). She is registered with SACAP as a 
Professional Architectural Technologist
and has eight years of lecturing 
experience, 22 years of professional 
experience, and three years experience 
as a marketing consultant in the built 
environment. “bela connects me with 
like-minded ladies”.

Kylé Allers
Kylé Allers completed 
her studies in 
architectural technology 
at Nelson Mandela 
University and holds the 
marketing portfolio on the 
bela committee.

She now practises as a colour and 
speci� cation consultant for a paint 
company. “bela has coloured my world”.

Many bene� ts emanate from a network platform such as that provided by bela, 
for example, individual growth and development, a supportive environment, 

knowledge-sharing, education, increased awareness, nurturing skills, collaborative 
ideas, growing a network of contacts, and increasing understanding across the 

different sectors. This type of network builds up like-minded women positively by 
creating an opportunity to inspire, uplift, and empower women.

The inaugural bela event was a great success, attended by over 75 local industry 
women. This was an overwhelmingly positive con� rmation to the bela founders that 

this is “what women want”, and that Gqeberha’s built environment’s professional 
women are keen on bela’s concept. 
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bela   A D V ER T OR I A L  

speak, meet others, and offer words of wisdom 
and support.

bela wishes to be associated with the buzz words 
“vibrant”, “supportive”, “connection”, “belonging”, 
and “fun” when it is fully established.

We wish to tailor the bela association around our 
members’ experiences and needs. We encourage 
bela members to present and share their experience 
in their fi eld of expertise for the benefi t of all. 

bela believes that every person has a unique 
set of skills based on their individual experiences 
or challenges in their life, and it is up to each 
person to recognise their individuality and build 
on it.

Another of bela’s goals is to motivate and inspire 
young women to pursue a career in the built 
environment by raising awareness of the growing 
number of professional women with successful 
careers already working in this industry. 

We wish to inspire and encourage our members 

In 1995, Nelson Mandela said: “Let us join hands 
and build a truly South African nation.” 

➔ Scan this QR code to go 
directly to the bela website.

For more information:
  secretary@bela.org.za
  www.bela.org.za

Faculty of Engineering, the Built 
Environment and Technology

School of the Built Environment and 
Civil Engineering

Quali� cations in the Built Environment

to carry bela’s vision and take steps to improve 
our city. 

bela values the members and the support of 
partners and family through their understanding 
of the positive impact that bela has on the local 
community. Appreciation also goes to those 
businesses that believed in us and showed 
support for bela:
• Industry manufacturers: Geberit for its 

sponsorship, and Major-Tech and Dulux for 
events support;

• Businesses: Beach Hotel Conference Centre, 
WBHO, Bem Vindo, Vodacom, and Micoffee; and 

• Volunteers: MyGgeberha for the website, 
photographs and press. 

bela’s founders extend their immense gratitude 
to the Nelson Mandela University’s Faculty of 
Engineering, Built Environment and Technology 
for seeing our vision and supporting our efforts 
from the get-go. 

Bela v2.indd   9 2022/07/27   12:05 PM
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➔ Scan this QR code to go 
directly to the CDH website.

For more information:
  www.cliffedekkerhofmeyr.com

  T
he achievement of gender equality 
is a process dependant on various 
interconnected factors. The law, 
economic realities, and social and 
interpersonal dynamics must all work 

together if we are to triumph in this battle for 
equality. However, the importance of our law 
cannot be understated in realising the rights 
of women in our Constitutional dispensation. 
Our law continues to mutate in pursuit of 
these ideals. 

In June 2022, the Constitutional Court in 
Women’s Legal Centre Trust v President of 
the Republic of South Africa (2022) handed 
down a powerful judgment progressing the 
rights of women in Muslim marriages. Here, 
two pieces of legislation were declared 
inconsistent with sections 9, 10, 28 and 34 
of the Constitution as they fail to recognise 
the validity of marriages solemnised in 
accordance with Sharia law.

In a unanimous judgment, the 
Constitutional Court found that the effect of 
this denial is to deprive Muslim women and 
children of the remedies and protections 
they would otherwise have. The court held 
that there is no justifi cation for the continuing 
nonrecognition of Muslim marriages, 
especially considering “the historical context 
of systemic violation of the rights of Muslim 
women”. The court reasoned that a woman’s 
choice to conclude a Muslim marriage 
plainly “does not mean that she should not 
be protected from the economic and social 
hardships she suffers in such a marriage”.

EQUALITY, THE LAW AND SOCIAL REALITY
In pursuit of equality, lawyers and 
lawmakers have a duty to interrogate 
missteps in our judicial processes 
and correct them. In a matter 
before the Cape Town Magistrate 
Court, a protection order was 
granted against a woman who 
disclosed on a private social 
media group that she was 

Tackling gender equality requires both legal and social undertaking. 
By BRIGITTA MANGALE, director and CLAUDIA GROBLER, candidate attorney 

in Cliffe Dekker Hofmeyr’s (CDH) Pro Bono & Human Rights practice

raped by an ex-boyfriend. She intended it as 
a warning to others and a way to fi nd healing, 
community and support. The protection order 
directed that she was “not allowed to tell 
anyone, in any manner, that [the applicant] 
had raped her”. The court stated: “It is 
‘strange’ that she was ‘raped’ [previously] 
... and yet failed to lay one 
charge of rape. This court by 
no means wants to silence the 
respondent ... but in my humble 
view, she cannot continue to 
tell others that the applicant 
had ‘raped’ her.” Extracts from 
this judgment serve as a stark 
reminder that our law cannot 
work in isolation from the social 
realities of our country and an 
understanding of rape culture. 

Fortunately, review and appeal processes 
allow for an interrogation of the law and facts 
considered by lower courts. On appeal, the 

Western Cape High Court in 
Segerman v Petersen (2022) 

overturned the ruling of the 
Magistrate Court, fi nding 

that the court was 
incorrect in drawing 
a negative inference 
from the respondent’s 
failure to report the 
rape to the police 
as “the reasons 
why rape victims 
do not lay charges 

are well-known 
and our courts 

have taken 
cognisance 
of it”. 

CDH’s Pro Bono & Human Rights Practice 
is committed to playing its part in moving 
toward generation equality. The Cape 
Town Practice, in particular, is focused on 
implementing and developing the law to 
protect women against violations of their 
basic human rights, thereby taking meaningful 

steps towards gender equality. 
Our practice is pursuing a 
matter in which section 12(4) 
of the Prescription Act of 
1969 is being challenged 
as unconstitutional. The 
intention is that a successful 
outcome will positively 
progress our laws around 
sexual abuse, which we know 
disproportionately affect 
women. But as is evident from 

the Segerman lower court judgment, there is 
more to achieving generation equality than the 
letter of the law. 

How women and girl children are viewed, 
rape culture and social dynamics will all 
directly inform our journey to equality – a 
journey we must all take together. 

REALISING WOMEN’S RIGHT’S 
FOR AN EQUAL FUTURE

N A T I O N A L  W O M E N ’ S  D A Y

they would otherwise have. The court held 
that there is no justifi cation for the continuing 
nonrecognition of Muslim marriages, 
especially considering “the historical context 
of systemic violation of the rights of Muslim 
women”. The court reasoned that a woman’s 
choice to conclude a Muslim marriage 
plainly “does not mean that she should not 
be protected from the economic and social 
hardships she suffers in such a marriage”.

EQUALITY, THE LAW AND SOCIAL REALITY
In pursuit of equality, lawyers and 
lawmakers have a duty to interrogate 
missteps in our judicial processes 
and correct them. In a matter 
before the Cape Town Magistrate 
Court, a protection order was 
granted against a woman who 
disclosed on a private social 

considered by lower courts. On appeal, the 
Western Cape High Court in 

Segerman v Petersen
overturned the ruling of the 

Magistrate Court, fi nding 
that the court was 
incorrect in drawing 
a negative inference 
from the respondent’s 
failure to report the 
rape to the police 
as “the reasons 
why rape victims 
do not lay charges 

are well-known 
and our courts 

have taken 
cognisance 
of it”. 

Claudia Grobler

IN PURSUIT OF EQUALITY, LAWYERS AND LAWMAKERS HAVE A DUTY TO 
INTERROGATE MISSTEPS IN OUR JUDICIAL PROCESSES AND CORRECT THEM.

Brigitta 
Mangale
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GENDER  E Q UI T Y 

Despite seeing more women serving in high-ranking positions, 
gender inequality in the corporate world remains dismal, writes 
ITUMELENG MOGAKI

S
tatistics SA reports that women 
accounted for 43.4 per cent of 
employed South Africans in the fourth 
quarter of 2021. However, the fourth 
edition of the JSE-listed board report by 

Business Engage Africa reveals that only 
26 per cent of board seats in the country’s top 
100 listed companies are reserved for women. 

In conjunction with the global movement 
toward achieving gender equality by 2030, 
South Africa will celebrate this year’s women’s 
month under the theme: “Generation Equality – 
Realising Women’s Rights for an Equal Future”.

TWO INFLUENTIAL FEMALE LEADERS
We pay tribute to two top female 
business leaders who foster gender parity 
in their profession. 

Equipped with creativity, infl uence, skills, 
and courage, these women continue to disrupt 
the South African workplace by ensuring 
women and young girls are given equal and 
fair work opportunities. 

B-BBEE Commissioner Zodwa Ntuli was at 
the forefront of the foundation of the regulatory 
body established as an entity within the 
administration of the Department of Trade 
Industry and Competition (dtic) and mandated 
to monitor, supervise, and promote adherence 
to the B-BBEE Act. 

Ntuli says the regulatory body was created 
by legislation in 2013, however, the entity was 
not created. The government then assigned 
her to create that entity. She started with zero 

budget and no offi ce space or 
staff members. 

“Established in 
2016, I identifi ed fi ve 
specifi c, committed, 
like-minded women within 
the dtic, who today make 
up the commission’s 

leadership,” says Ntuli.    

She says in her view, the so-called old boys 
club is still very prevalent in big business in 
South Africa, but we are moving in the right 
direction when it comes to improving the 
representation of women in board and 
C-suite positions.

“Female representation on all listed 
companies in South Africa is currently around 
32 per cent, which puts the country among 
the top 10 in the world – even ahead of many 
developed countries. 

“Having said that, there is still room for 
improvement, and we should continue with our 
efforts to drive and achieve gender parity in 
leadership positions,” says Natesan.

“My power and infl uence give me a much 
louder voice to speak up and advocate for the 
empowerment and equality of women
in business in general, and especially in 
our boardrooms.”  

Natesan is a member of the steering 
committee of the 30% Club in SA and a judge at 
the annual Gender Mainstreaming Awards. “We 
also partner on ‘The State of Gender on Listed 
Company Boards’ research.”

She also regularly advocates for gender 
diversity on boards through articles and media 
releases or speaking at events and conferences. 
“I was also featured in this publication (National 
Women’s Day magazine) and Empowerment 
magazine, in which I discussed these important 
topics,” says Natesan.  

“THE SO-CALLED OLD BOYS CLUB IS STILL VERY PREVALENT IN BIG BUSINESS IN SOUTH AFRICA, BUT WE ARE 
MOVING IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION WHEN IT COMES TO IMPROVING THE REPRESENTATION OF WOMEN IN BOARD 
AND C-SUITE POSITIONS.” – PARMI NATESAN

TACKLING GENDER 
PARITY IN CORPORATE SA

Despite a lack of resources, the commission 
has only 20 permanent employees – just 
18 per cent of the structure envisaged – but 
it still manages execute its mandate, which 
includes providing relevant B-BBEE data to 
the economy.  

Ntuli says creating opportunities for women 
must be a deliberate act and not something left 
to chance. 

“In 2018, when I took over as deputy 
director-general in the dtic, I inherited a 
branch of approximately 100 people with 
only 30 per cent women representation. In 
three years, I managed to change that 
structure, which today boasts 70 per cent 
women representation.

“We created an environment that protected 
these women from some of the patriarchal 
practices through policy changes that ensured 
they could thrive and were not victimised,” 
she says. 

Parmi Natesan, CEO of the Institute of 
Directors in South Africa (IODSA), helms an 
organisation that won Business of the Year in 
the Top Women Awards last year. 

“That recognition is testament to the strides 
we have made in women empowerment in our 
business,” says Natesan. 

FAST FACT
Women make up half the South 
African population. They control 
the majority of consumer 
spending and form a signifi cant 
percentage of the educated 
workforce. It therefore makes 
sense that they should be better 
represented in our boardrooms 
and in other leadership positions. 
Source: Parmi Natesan, IODSA

Parmi Natesan

BUSINESS ENGAGE 2020 
ANNUAL REPORT
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“WE CREATED AN 
ENVIRONMENT THAT 
PROTECTED THESE WOMEN 
FROM SOME OF THE 
PATRIARCHAL PRACTICES 
THROUGH POLICY CHANGES 
THAT ENSURED THEY 
COULD THRIVE AND WERE 
NOT VICTIMISED.” 
 – ZODWA NTULI

Zodwa Ntuli
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In an increasingly unequal world, what power does education 
have in achieving equality? TIISETSO TLELIMA finds out

F
ormer president Nelson Mandela, 
who held the view that education was 
instrumental in fighting inequality and 
changing the world, said: “There can 
be no contentment for any of us when 

there are millions of children who do not 
receive an education that provides them with 
dignity and honour and allows them to live 
their lives to the full.” 

With South Africa’s harrowing inequalities, 
many share the former president’s sentiments 
that education has a crucial role to play in 
closing the gap between the rich and poor, 
and levelling the playing field. 

Stellenbosch University Professor of 
Education Jonathan Jansen says that 
investing in an individual’s education doesn’t 
just benefit that one person, but society as a 
whole. “The economic data is very clear that 
we are the country with the highest rates of 
return for education,” he 
says. “If I get an education 
as a black person, my 
parents and siblings  
also benefit.” 

Equal Education’s head 
of political education and 
training, Reshoketswe 
Mapokgole, agrees, adding 
that when it’s done right, 
education gives someone 
the skills to navigate the 
economics of the world 
and to find and create jobs. 
“Education helps you survive 
in the world economically 
and socially,” explains 
Mapokgole. Education isn’t 
just important for wealth 
and finances, but also helps 

are glaring, and most black 
working-class children 
attend under-resourced 
schools because that’s 
what their parents can 
afford. A 2019 Oxfam 
paper, The Power of 
Education to Fight 
Inequality, states that in 
developing countries, 
children from rich families 
are seven times more likely 
to complete their schooling 
than children from poor 
families, further widening 
the gap between the rich 
and poor. A 2021 report by 
Statistics SA shows that 
close to 3 per cent of  
15 year olds and nearly  
9 per cent of 17 year olds 

dropped out of school. 
“If you grow up poor in a single- or  

child-headed household in a rural area or 
in poverty, your chances of getting through 
school are less than those of middle-class or 
upper-class kids,” says Jansen. “This simply 
means that the rich get richer not just in terms 
of money, but also opportunity.” 

Jansen says inequalities in the education 
system can only be solved through systemic 
change. However, this hasn’t been realised 
because the government doesn’t see the 
situation as a problem. “The government 
keeps on saying we’re in crisis mode, we’re 
going to do everything we can to fix things 
and then it doesn’t do that,” explains Jansen.

Makgopole agrees that an overhaul of  
the system is needed to achieve equality 
and that the fight has to be intersectional. 
She says women must be given the same 
resources as men to ensure they are equal 
players in the game. “Education can only do 
so much; you can’t create equality if South 
Africa remains as patriarchal and racist as it  
is today.”  

“THE ECONOMIC DATA IS VERY CLEAR THAT WE ARE THE COUNTRY WITH THE HIGHEST 
RATES OF RETURN FOR EDUCATION. IF I GET AN EDUCATION AS A BLACK PERSON, MY 
PARENTS AND SIBLINGS ALSO BENEFIT.” – PROFESSOR JONATHAN JANSEN

CLOSING THE 
INEQUALITY GAP

people learn about their 
history and who they are. “It 
gives us critical thinking skills 
that help us understand why 
certain things are happening 
and how power and different 
movements got us here.” 

GLARING INEQUALITIES  
IN SCHOOLS
However, quality education 
in South Africa is not as 
accessible as one would 
think. Mapokgole warns about 
the inequalities within South 
Africa’s education system, 
which make achieving equality 
in society difficult. She 
cites lack of infrastructure, 
overcrowded classrooms 

and lack 
of resources in many 
public schools as some of 
the things that reinforce 
inequality and notions of 
inferiority among black 
learners. As a result, some 
black learners have a hard 
time adjusting when they get 
to tertiary level and, in some 
cases, even drop out. “For 
example, when you get to 
university, you are expected 
to know how to use a 
computer, but you may  
never have learnt how to use 
one because your school 
didn’t have computers.” 

The inequalities between 
private and public schools Professor Jonathan Jansen

THE POWER OF EDUCATION
Education can close the gap  
between men and women. The  
more educated women are, the  
closer their earnings are to those  
of men. In Pakistan, women with  
only a primary education earn  
around 50 per cent of men’s wages. 
Women with a secondary education 
earn 70 per cent of men’s wages. 
Source: Oxfam

Reshoketswe Mapokgole
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MASETUKA NTSOERENG, in conversation with SALLY HUTTON, 
managing partner at Webber Wentzel 

Sally 
Hutton

A
bout 50 years ago, the only visible 
women in law firm offices and 
the courts were secretaries and 
stenographers. Today it is very different.

Women are moving into the senior 
legal ranks in all areas – from in-house 
general counsel all the way to the judiciary. 
In the last decade, they have also started 
to emerge as the leaders of South Africa’s 
biggest corporate law firms.

This is partly because the women who 
were the first to break through the “glass 
ceiling” of senior law firm leadership, like Sally 
Hutton, managing partner of Webber Wentzel, 
are making deliberate efforts to redress the 
balance.  In 2015, Webber Wentzel was the 
first South African law firm to appoint a woman 
leader when it appointed Hutton as managing 
partner (alongside Christo Els as senior partner). 

According to Hutton, when it comes to 
increasing the number of women leaders in law 
firms, role modelling is critical.  “Everyone needs 
role models at all stages of their careers. As the 
first woman elected to a senior leadership role 
in a major South African law firm in 2015, I felt 
keenly the absence of female role models in 
leadership roles.”

As Sonia Sotomayor, Associate Justice of the 
US Supreme Court, said in her autobiography 
My Beloved World: “… a role model in the flesh 
provides more than inspiration; his or her very 
existence is confirmation of possibilities one 
may have every reason to doubt, saying, 
‘Yes, someone like me can do this’.” 

“The visibility of women in senior 
leadership positions inspires others 
and also opens up the world of 
possibilities as to the potential 
untapped leadership talent that 
already exists within an organisation,” 
says Hutton. We are increasingly 
seeing more and more law firms here 
and globally appoint women to senior 
leadership roles.

Hutton graduated with a BA LLB (magna 
cum laude) from the University of Cape 
Town. She won The Patrick and Margaret 
Flanagan scholarship to Oxford University, 
where she read for an MSt in legal 

Gender Equality 
Today for a 
Sustainable Tomorrow

research. She also holds an LLM in taxation (cum 
laude) from the University of the Witwatersrand.

When Hutton first joined Webber Wentzel as 
a candidate attorney in 1995, there were only 
four women partners in the firm. Twenty years 
later, in 2015, she became the first woman to 
be appointed to a senior role in the firm. Under 
Hutton’s leadership, the firm has accelerated its 
progress towards gender diversity.

Today, 49% of the Webber Wentzel partnership 
are women and 45% of Webber Wentzel’s 
senior leadership team (Board and Executive 
Committee) are women and 47% of pitches 
to key clients in the last year were led by 
women. The firm’s biggest and highest revenue 
generating Business Unit (Corporate), which has 
the most ranked lawyers in the country, has been 
led by a woman for the last 10 years.

Of all the women lawyers profiled in Chambers 
South Africa for 2022, 37% are from Webber 
Wentzel. (Chambers recognises lawyers and 
law firms based on research from market 

commentators, competitors and 
clients. It is the directory 

most used by international 
in-house counsel to 
identify law firms and 
individuals to use for 
their legal work.)

“We have been 
deliberate in ensuring 
diversity in all our 
leadership structures and 

we can see the results in 
our decision-making and 

in the firm’s success,” 
Hutton says.

Webber Wentzel 
has been a 

first mover on a number of innovative initiatives 
to drive gender equity and inclusivity within the 
firm.  It was the first South African law firm to 
introduce parental transitional coaching in 2016 
– an initiative that won the Diversity Initiative of 
the Year at the African Legal Awards in 2016.

The firm adopted a flexible working policy 
long before this became the norm during the 
pandemic.  More recently, the firm adopted a 
gender inclusion policy and celebrated its first 
Webber Wentzel Pride Day – which will become 
an annual event.  The firm conducts regular 
gender pay analyses and makes a deliberate 
effort to be more inclusive in the way it pitches 
for work and profiles its lawyers, tracking all 
related data.  Unconscious bias workshops 
and awareness sessions are held regularly 
– including on race, gender, gender identity, 
sexual orientation and related issues.

Hutton believes one of the most important 
aspects of the firm’s success in achieving 
greater gender equity is that it cultivates a 
values-based culture. “Respect, transformation 
and diversity, collaboration and teamwork are all 
core firm values which are expected to be lived 
by everyone who works here.”

Retaining women into the senior ranks 
is still a challenge, Hutton says. “Talented 
women are still exiting the profession because 
it becomes too difficult to balance their 
work and family responsibilities. Women 
often still bear a disproportionate burden of 
responsibility for caregiving.”

Flexibility, teamwork and a clear focus on 
mental wellness and the full person and their 
needs are essential focus areas for corporate 
law firms to ensure that they are able to offer a 
sustainable people value proposition.

“I have been very lucky to have had a long 
and sustainable career at Webber Wentzel that 
has constantly afforded me new challenges 
and opportunities for growth throughout my 
career life cycle, but that also allowed me to dial 
back when I needed to while I had three young 
children,” Hutton says. “I would like all our 
women to benefit from the same flexibility and 
support I received and this sits at the heart of 
many of our formal gender initiatives at the firm.”

“Organisations can play an important part 
in changing attitudes, by actively making 
workplaces more inclusive, adopting policies 
to allow all their people (including working 
parents) to balance competing demands in a 
more gender-neutral way.  This may include 
adopting flexible working and ensuring teams 
are properly resourced and work is evenly 
allocated,” Hutton says. 

MOTIVATING CHANGE 
As the �rst women appointed to a 
senior leadership role in a prestigious 
law �rm, Sally Hutton has been 
paying it forward, by spearheading 
Webber Wentzel’s progressive gender 
and inclusivity approach.

A D V ER T OR I A L   W EB BER  W EN T Z EL 
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MEET SOME OF OUR PARTNERS  
Our outlook on gender equity & diversity is clear

63% 
of our market leading legal and tax teams 

(of whom 48% are black women)  

45% 
of our senior leadership team  

49%
of our total partnership

61% 
of the total firm

Also, 37% of all South African women lawyers that were profiled in Chambers South Africa 

for 2022 are from Webber Wentzel.

At Webber Wentzel, women make up  
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 Just how widely accessible are the courts to rural women? KEFILWE BOPAPE, 
Social Justice practitioner, National Movement of Rural Women, fi nds out

L
ooking at rural women, one understands 
the socioeconomic challenges that 
already exist in such communities. Issues, 
from poor education and health facilities 
and lack of accessibility to information to 

language barriers, unemployment and illiteracy, 
all contribute to the level of success a rural 
woman can attain.  

Rural communities are largely still patriarchal 
and practise common law. South Africa has, 
through the Constitution, drafted laws and 
policies that fi ght gender discrimination. But, to 
a certain extent, red tape still hinders women 
from accessing institutions and roles that allow 
them to lead. 

Access needs to be defi ned. Accessibility for 
rural women is not merely accessing the court. 
By virtue of not having fi nancial muscle, they 
cannot afford a lawyer. The system is set in 
such a way that fi nancial muscle enables some 
to afford a private lawyer – an option anyone 
would opt for – over getting a lawyer from the 
government. Anything highlighted as a “free 
service” in South Africa is generally marked by 
tardiness and ineffi ciency and seldom yields 
successful results. To claim that courts are 
accessible to women is a great injustice.

ISSUES THAT IMPEDE ACCESS
The South African Law Reform Commission 
(SALRC) in its discussion paper 100B of the 
review of the Maintenance Act 99 of 1998, 
shares that, due to budget constraints, it 
becomes diffi cult for family advocates to provide 
services to all courts. KwaZulu-Natal has three 
offi ces of the family advocate, while there are 
76 courts in the province. Only the surrounding 
courts receive service from family advocates. 

Given the example of a family advocate that 
needs to deal with community issues such as 
maintenance, how many rural women have 
access to this service? And, these services have 
challenges such as the poor implementation of 
policies and untrained staff who provide little to 
no information, therefore creating a backlog 
of cases. 

Kefi lwe 
Bopape

By the time a matter needs to be presented in 
courts, a woman has gone through many hoops 
that are emotionally draining, time-consuming, 
and fi nancially frustrating. This process does 
not only tamper with their time, but also their 
employment opportunities. Most women would 
rather not rely on the court system because 
they do not have the luxury of paid leave and 
the fi nances to fi ght issues. 

Issues such as marriage and divorce 
certifi cates, maintenance and fi ghting for 
estates are women’s daily battles. 

For signifi cant change to be effected, the 
approach of reforming policies and laws from 
the top must change. Research has to be an 
important part of reforming policies and the 
justice system. The reliance on old data that 
still confi rms patriarchy in society without 
acknowledging that women are also patriarchal 
and benefi t from the system only means that 
we stand against patriarchy when it abuses 
women, but support it when women win. 
Patriarchal systems and common 
law remain in practice in most 
communities. Instead of wishing 
it away, or hoping that the 
Constitution, after setting 
the rule of law and stating 
that no one should be 
discriminated against, will 
deal with it, there should 
be further engagement 
around transformation. 

The topic of women’s rights 
should be discussed across 
generations, policies and laws. Issues 
of patriarchy and feminism should be 
spoken about and understood. Fighting 
for women’s rights should be inclusive. 
Understanding roots, values and beliefes 
will help to create a more unifi ed society 
and lessen the disputes that force a woman 
to court.  If fi nance is a problem, there has to 
be some form of mediation to lessen the 
burden on women and their reliance 
on court.  

BY THE TIME A MATTER NEEDS TO BE 
PRESENTED IN COURTS, A WOMAN HAS 
GONE THROUGH MANY HOOPS THAT ARE 
EMOTIONALLY DRAINING, TIME-CONSUMING, 
AND FINANCIALLY FRUSTRATING.

JUSTICE AND GENDER: 
THE CONSTITUTIONAL RIGHTS 

OF WOMEN 
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The time has come to mainstream gender perspectives into climate change 
strategies, writes BONGIWE NDONDO, executive director of Hlanganisa 

Community Fund for Social and Gender Justice

A
pril 2022 saw floods cause untold 
devastation in KwaZulu-Natal. Over 
430 people lost their lives, many are 
still missing and, before any real  
repair could be done, further floods  

hit the area again. 
These floods caused drownings, 

landslides, destruction of homes and 
businesses and subsequent power and water 
outages. This natural disaster highlighted 
the socioeconomic and climate change 
vulnerabilities of our country and, in particular, 
of our women.

As the tough work begins and people start 
rebuilding their lives, it is important to reflect 
on how this emergency humanitarian crisis 
discriminates against and impacts women  
the most.

Women are much more vulnerable when 
it comes to humanitarian or environmental 
disasters. In terms of poverty and the burden 
of care, climate change impacts the poor 
the most, of which women make up a larger 
proportion than men. 

South Africa’s Living Conditions Survey 
reveals that 52.2 per cent of women  
fall below the upper-bound poverty line 
(UBPL) or national poverty line, compared  
to 46.1 per cent of men. Furthermore,  
74.8 per cent of women-led households fall 
below this line, whereas only 59.3 per cent of 
men-led households do. (The South African 
government measures the UBPL as an 
income of R1 183 per month).

With certain geographic areas being 
more vulnerable due to location and climate 
change, women seem to bear the brunt of 
not being able to relocate easily. Child and 
extended family care responsibilities often 
mean that they are the last to be moved. 

Inequalities such as poor housing, land 
ownership and financing increase women’s 
vulnerability. Furthermore, the increase in 
water-borne diseases caused by flooding 
becomes a women’s burden, with the  
added responsibility of having to care for  
ill family members.

Kefilwe 
Bopape

Climate change impacts food security, 
potable water supply and energy for heating 
and cooking – severely impacting women who 
are more dependent on natural resources for 
their livelihoods.

Due to women’s socioeconomic status, 
they are often excluded from environmental 
management discourse, limiting their  
decision-making power.

Worse yet, in situations of displacement, 
women’s vulnerability to sexual gender-based 
violence increases, including rape, trafficking 
and early or forced marriages.

This situation is mirrored in many countries 
globally, with the United Nations, 10 years 
ago, stating that climate change, as one of the 
greatest global challenges of the 21st century, 
impacts gender differently. 

An article written in 2012 by Balgis  
Osman-Elasha, principal investigator with the 
Climate Change Unit in Sudan, stated that: 
“Women are increasingly being seen as more 
vulnerable than men to the impacts of climate 
change, mainly because they represent the 
majority of the world’s poor and are proportionally 
more dependent on threatened natural resources.”

These gender inequality gaps relating to access 
to resources, such as housing, land and credit, 
need to be addressed, including information 
and technology, which is crucial in disaster 
management and mitigation.

 
WE MUST BUILD WOMEN’S RESILIENCE
As a country and a continent, we need to 
strengthen women’s organisations to build 
resilience to focus on mitigation and disaster 
management and control. 

Founded in 2006 as Hivos South Africa, 
Hlanganisa facilitates grants and funding to 
provide opportunities to uplift many South Africans 
who continue to experience discrimination and 
poor access to their socioeconomic rights. 
Improving the lives of society’s most vulnerable 
and building capacity are some of the pillars 
of this South African civil society organisation, 
with climate and gender justice, resilience and 
women’s leadership as its core focus.

Real change is needed when it comes  
to facilitating the political participation of  
women in climate change discourse. This  
speaks to acknowledging that women are 
repositories of indigenous knowledge systems  
that can help preserve the environment,  
augment food security, improve adaptations 
around water harvesting, storage, food 
preservation and agricultural practices, and 
strengthen local food supply chains. 

The changes needed on the ground  
include the collection and utilisation of  
sex-disaggregated data and improved  
disaster preparedness on the part of local 
governments. Socioenvironmental issues 
 impact women differentially; now is the  
time to be intentional in mitigating the  
looming crises. 

AS A COUNTRY AND A CONTINENT, WE  
NEED TO STRENGTHEN WOMEN’S 
ORGANISATIONS TO BUILD RESILIENCE 
TO FOCUS ON MITIGATION AND DISASTER 
MANAGEMENT AND CONTROL. 

THE INVISIBLE IMPACT:  
CLIMATE CHANGE AND WOMEN

Bongiwe Ndondo
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The built environment offers 
great opportunities for women’s 
advancement, shares bela 

finger on it, but it creates a balance in the  
team; the men behave better, which results  
in successful projects”. 

PROMOTING CAREERS IN THE SECTOR
We must promote and educate female 
students about the different facets of the built 
environment, showcasing that there is more 
to the industry than dirty construction sites 
and many more career options other than 
well-known ones such as architecture or civil 
engineering. The construction industry includes 
many trades and offers several professional 
vocations. It caters to countless talents by 
offering careers in, for example, construction 
management, facility management, interior 
design, land surveying, project management, 
property development, real estate, quantity 
surveying, and structural engineering,  
among others.

The sky is the limit; by obtaining an 
internationally recognised qualification, one  
can work worldwide.  

WE MUST PROMOTE AND EDUCATE FEMALE STUDENTS ABOUT THE DIFFERENT FACETS OF 
THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT, SHOWCASING THAT THERE IS MORE TO THE INDUSTRY THAN DIRTY 
CONSTRUCTION SITES AND MANY MORE CAREER OPTIONS OTHER THAN WELL-KNOWN ONES.

W
hen you think of an industry that is 
historically dominated by men, the first 
one that may come to mind is the built 
environment. Yet, there is a massive 
untapped pool of women within the 

sector. If more women were employed, it could 
create a diverse and varied construction industry. 

ADVANCING WOMEN  
IN CRITICAL AREAS

A 
United Nations Women’s report, 
Progress on the Sustainable 
Development Goals: The Gender 
Snapshot 2021, indicates that, as 
a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

the limited gains made on expanding 
women’s rights and opportunities, including 
in economic participation and political voice, 
was largely undone. The World Economic 
Forum’s Gender Parity Accelerator project 
estimates that if there is no drastic action 
to correct the current status, it will take 

approximately 267.6 years to  
close the gender-economic  
gap – an unsustainable and 
undesirable outcome for  
business and society.

A driver of sustainability in 
business is having women in  
key leadership positions because 
long-term economic prosperity  
is greatly enhanced when  
women actively participate in 
decision-making in the economy. 

global targets by 2030. In 2015, South Africa 
adopted the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development and committed to 
achieving the 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals. Goal 5 on Gender Equality ranks high on 
the priority list. It is time for businesses to scale 
up ambitiously ahead of 2030. 

Gender equality is not only about economic 
participation, but also primarily about women’s 
dignity, safety, health, and wellbeing, both in 
private and public life. Businesses must pay 
attention and get involved in the fight against 
gender-based violence in the workplace, 
marketplace and communities.

The business case for holistically promoting 
gender equality is solid. The onus now remains 
with businesses to be ethical and do the  
right thing by ensuring the achievement of 
gender equality, which is at the very core of 
human rights.  

Achieving gender equality is imperative for business sustainability.  
Yet globally businesses struggle to meet this human right, writes  
DR ACHIENG OJWANG, executive director: UN Global Compact 
Network South Africa

DOING MORE TO ADVANCE GENDER EQUALITY

THE GENDER SNAPSHOT 2021

Dr Achieng 
Ojwang

GENDER EQUALITY IS NOT ONLY ABOUT ECONOMIC PARTICIPATION, BUT ALSO PRIMARILY ABOUT 
WOMEN’S DIGNITY, SAFETY, HEALTH, AND WELLBEING, BOTH IN PRIVATE AND PUBLIC LIFE.

Research on 353 of the Fortune 500 companies 
shows that, on average, companies with 
more women in top management financially 
outperform others without the same gender 
representation. Further evidence is presented 
by the International Labour Organization, which 
shows that companies with gender-balanced 
boards were 20 per cent more likely to have 
improved business outcomes.

South Africa is no exception to the gender 
inequality challenges. Statistics South Africa 
reports that the South African labour market is 
more favourable to men than it is to women,  
South African women face many of the same 
challenges as their global counterparts in 
accessing employment, while those already 
employed have limited opportunities to hold key 
decision-making positions. 

The current pace of change toward gender 
equality is too slow to meet the required 

bela founding members (from left): Claire Crone,  
Suzette Parkin, Kylé Allers, Katharina Crafford 
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Companies within the built environment must 
prepare for the “workplace of the future”, as it 
will improve their bottom line. The Women in 
the Built Environment organisation, based in 
the UK, reports that companies employing an 
equal number of men and women thrive and 
are far more productive compared to those 
who don’t. bela (Built Environment Ladies 
Association) wonders why everybody diversifies 
their investments, but doesn’t diversify their 
workplace by acting as a people business, 
improving recruitment, retention, happiness, 
and creativity? How can we achieve the 
balance? The answer is one small step at  
a time.

Often, women don’t take credit when credit  
is due. For one bela founder, everything started 
to make sense when the male MD quietly told 
her during the celebration for a large bridge 
project completion: “You know you were 
instrumental in the project’s success, don’t you? 
Construction sites need more women to keep 
the men on their toes and in line. I can’t put my 
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The COVID-19 pandemic created a sudden shift in workplace culture and environment for many industries 
and organisations. But, has this shift contributed positively to women’s experiences in corporate workplaces? 

And if it has, will it last as organisations transition to a post-pandemic way of working? 
By DEEPA VALLABH, VIVIAN SPIES and APHELELE BINTA

M
any different kinds of 
women are employed 
in organisations and 
while there may be 
an overlap of some 

experiences for women in the 
workplace, their experiences 
will also differ in many respects. 
So, it is important to listen to 
and make space for all kinds of 
women in the workplace. 

The COVID-19 pandemic 
has changed the way the legal 
profession and corporate companies interact with 
and use technology to do business. Undoubtedly, 
the most significant shift has been moving toward 
hybrid working, which has impacted many of the 
unique challenges facing women at work and 
benefitting them in several ways. 

HYBRID WORK AND CHILDCARE
Hybrid or remote working has given many 
women and mothers, who statistically are still 
responsible for the lion’s share of household tasks 
and childcare, the flexibility to balance various 
responsibilities more easily. Many new mothers 
struggle to reintegrate into the workplace when 
returning from maternity leave. Many women find 
that they are not reassigned responsibility quickly. 
Retaining hybrid working policies may assist such 
women with reintegration into the workplace, 
enabling a smoother transition from full-time at 
home to full-time at the office.

harassment, it is often the implementation of these 
policies that is lacking. Effective and meaningful 
implementation of sexual harassment policies 
must be undertaken by organisations upon the 
return of their employees to the physical office to 
reduce the risk of sexual harassment  
and sexism.

Overall, we believe that COVID-19 
positively impacted women in the 
corporate workplace by making a tangible 
difference to the common issues they 
faced daily pre-COVID-19. Whether 
this positive impact endures beyond the 
pandemic years will depend on whether 
organisations are committed and open 
to retaining these changes and 
introducing the flexibility  
required to attract and retain 
women employees.   

COVID-19 POSITIVELY 
IMPACTED WOMEN IN THE 
CORPORATE WORKPLACE 

BY MAKING A TANGIBLE 
DIFFERENCE TO THE  

COMMON ISSUES THEY  
FACED DAILY  

PRE-COVID-19.

COVID-19 AND ITS IMPACT ON WOMEN  
IN THE CORPORATE WORKPLACE

Policies implemented  
post-COVID-19 may signal to 
women which employers are 
generally more progressive 
and, in so doing, assist women 
in choosing the working 
environment that best  
suits them. 

NETWORKING AND SPONSORSHIP
Traditionally, networking and 
sponsorship events take 
place after hours in corporate 

spaces or within defined social settings not 
always accessible to women. During the 
pandemic, the introduction of virtual networking 
events, conferences, webinars and mentorship 
programmes gave women greater accessibility to 
these spaces. 

However, with more companies slowly returning 
to work from the office, the occurrence of such 
virtual events might diminish and fade away 
altogether. As we adjust to COVID-19, companies 
should consider continuing to host virtual 
networking events and sponsorship events for 
women and all employees to reap the benefits of 
having access to senior professionals in a more 
neutral setting. 

SEXUAL ASSAULT AND HARASSMENT
Unfortunately, sexual harassment and assault 
remain a daily concern for many women at work. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, many women 
may have experienced a welcome reprieve from 
sexual harassment and sexist behaviour from 
colleagues in the workplace (which takes place in 
person, rarely virtually). 

While many organisations have developed 
policies and training in relation to sexual 

DID YOU KNOW? 
South Africa is the tenth member state of the International Labour Organization 
to have ratified the Violence and Harassment Convention, 2019 (No. 190). 
Convention No. 190 will enter into force for South Africa on 29 November 2022, 
one year after its ratification.
Source: International Labour Organization
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