MAX’S SPEECH FOR THE WOMEN’S DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME NETWORKING FUNCTION

WELCOME

Honoured guests, ladies and gentlemen, and media representatives, welcome to the first networking event of the BANKSETA’s Women’s Development Programme. May I compliment the organisers on their excellent choice of topics for today’s panel discussion- am I a threat to women’s progress?; am I ready to make unpopular decisions?, and the challenges facing leaders today, are “gritty topics”, and topics that women in the banking sector grapple with daily, as they climb the corporate ladder. 

We are very fortunate to have a high-level panel of experienced business leaders, who will be able to provide interesting insights on these challenges. Learn from their experiences, and use their insights to empower yourself within the workplace.
GLOBAL RECOGNITION THAT WOMEN HAVE AN IMPORTANT ROLE TO PLAY 

Globally, there is the recognition that women have a very important role to play. This role is driven home starkly, when one considers that women work two-thirds of the entire world’s working hours, and they produce half of the world’s total income. It is not surprising, therefore, the United Nations has already hosted five World Conferences on Women.

It is particularly apt that women are top of the agenda in China, given that China boasts the world’s largest population, with a population over 1.3bn, approximately, half of which is female. There is the recognition in China, that the promotion of gender equality and the overall development of women is significant not only for the country’s own development, but for the advancement of mankind. 
The Beijing Declaration and the Platform for Action, which were adopted at the fourth UN World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1995, continue to influence the promotion of women’s development around the world, more than a decade later. In fact, as part of our Women’s Development Programme, fifteen women will visit China later this year. The BANKSETA recognises that important lessons can be learnt from China.
THE SOUTH AFRICAN GOVERNMENT IS A WORLD LEADER

South Africa is regarded as a world leader and is ranked eight in the world in terms of gender equality in government, with 30% of South Africa’s parliamentarians being women. This is much higher than the global average. Globally, women only hold 14% of parliament seats and 8% of Cabinet Ministers are women. South Africa with its female Deputy President, 11 female Cabinet Ministers, and nine Deputy Ministers, is also a world-leader in terms of the number of senior government positions held by women. Ironically, while South Africa has such an impressive track record for the representivity of women at Government level, the private sector continues to lag very far behind.

Placed in perspective, the South African Women in Corporate Leadership 2006 Census indicates that while women constitute 41% of the working population in South Africa they only constitute 16,8% of all executive managers and 11,5% of directors. Contrary to what one would expect, although legislation has never excluded white women from senior management positions, with the exception of family-owned companies, very few white women have made it to the top. 

As for South Africa’s banking sector, despite the fact that more than 58% of positions are held by women, very few women occupy senior and executive management positions. If one looks at Black women, only 4% of executive management positions are held by Black women; 3% of senior management; 7% of middle management and 17% of junior management level positions. These statistics, suggest that thirteen years into our new democracy, the same, old school tie approach still prevails in many organisations in South Africa.

South Africa is not alone, however, when it comes to poor representivity of women in senior management positions. Very sobering indeed is the fact that in June 2007, only 12 of the Fortune 500 companies and 25 of the Fortune 1000 companies are run by women. Expressed differently, 488 Fortune 500 companies and 975 of the Fortune 1000 companies have male CEOs. A lot of hard work clearly still needs to be done, globally, and across all sectors, to empower women at a senior management level.

WHAT DOES THE WOMEN’S DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME SEEK TO ACHIEVE?

Supporting the sector’s need to meet Finance Sector Charter targets for human resources, the Women’s Development Programme seeks to create a pipeline of suitably skilled and qualified women over the next three years, who will be well-placed to be appointed into management and executive positions within the banking sector. The programme is not a substitute nor in competition with, any strategies for the development of women that may already be in place within the sector. I must also emphasise the point that the programme does not want to be seen as a “Girls Club”. Although men are not the main beneficiaries, they have an important role to play, nevertheless, in sharing their wealth of knowledge and experience in our networking sessions.

It is important to create positive role models for girl children and for women already in the organisation, undoubtedly the most compelling reason of all for creating a pipeline of talented women, well-qualified to occupy senior management positions within the banking sector, global research indicates that where women participate in leadership positions, the return for shareholders has increased by at least 34%. I am sure you will agree that it makes business sense to appoint more women into these positions. 
Based on these quantifiable improvements in the bottom line, I am sure that you will endorse Bella Abzug, the first Jewish Congresswoman’s sentiments: “The test of whether or not you can hold a job should not be the arrangement of your chromosomes.” 

WOMEN FACE DIFFERENT CHALLENGES

There is no escaping the fact that women face different challenges in the workplace from men. This emanates from the fact that in addition to their role of business executive, many also fulfill the roles of mother and wife. Allowances are not made in the workplace for these additional responsibilities, and the expectation always, is that women should perform as well, if not better than men in their leadership roles.  Given these anomalies, who better to address these challenges, and to provide guidance, than our women panelists?
As for women posing a threat to other women in the workplace, it is important to recognise that all pioneers are under rigorous scrutiny, so the first group of people who break through will be watched a lot more closely for failure, rather than success, not because they are females, but because of the novelty aspect. 

CONCLUSION

I’d like to leave you with this quote, from Judith Shapiro, President of Barnard College: “You need to be supportive of your people because leading is about serving. That’s not a girly thing; it’s what I believe a strong leader does”.

