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As an ESG/Sustainability/Corporate Social Responsibility consultant for coming up on 25 years, I’m
very careful to warn my clients, particularly assurance clients to whose operations I’m expected to
visit for audit purposes, that everything is always on the table. While there may be a defined scope
of work that I’m working towards completing, I believe that should I encounter something that
doesn’t seem “right”, perhaps a violation of the company’s Code of Conduct, or a potential safety
hazard that doesn’t appear to have already been identified, then it’s my responsibility to flag this in
my management report (at bare minimum). You see, the problem is that 25 years is a long time for
an inquisitive/nosy person such as me to build up a massive treasure trove of experiences, and it’s
not as if the trove can be easily turned off.
Here’s an example…
I was working in the management offices section of a site one day when I heard an unfamiliar
noise building to a crescendo just as a young lady rolled her wheelchair past the door to the
room I was sitting in. I heard what seemed like a struggle for her to navigate around boxes in
the corridor and open a door, and I thought no more of it.
A few minutes later, I heard the same sequence of noises, but in the opposite order, ultimately
leading to her wheeling past my open door again.
A couple of hours passed, and the sequence was once again repeating itself, so I got up and
helped the young lady deal with what was obviously a set of accessibility challenges. Heavy fire
doors with handles positioned too high for her to easily reach. A poorly “upgraded” toilet with
so-called wheelchair access. Even a card scanner for secure access to the IT offices that was
positioned so high that the woman had to seek a mini divine miracle to allow her to stand in her
wheelchair to enter her workspace.
When I questioned her, she explained that she was born with a progressive form of Spina Bifida, a
congenital defect of the spinal cord that can cause anywhere from minor challenges with walking
(most often with the use of crutches) to complete paralysis. In her case, she started her job while
able to move around on crutches, but was nearing the point where she was completely restricted
to a wheelchair.
She explained that the company she worked for was helping her stay employed, including how
modifications were made to a freight elevator so she could use it to get to her office, and how
they’d widened the door of the toilet so she could access it. However, she also explained how
her work experience had become worse because she was now limited to where should could go
within the building, and how uncomfortable it was for her to sit at a desk that was not suited to
her need to be in the wheelchair.
By no means was she complaining. She was merely helping me understand her predicament.
During my close out meeting with the entire management team at the end of the 5-day site visit,
at the end of a lengthy PowerPoint presentation, I literally came to my “One more thing…” slide.
Having taken photos with the help of their disabled employee, I presented the challenges I’d
observed. I engaged the team to help me understand the current situation, and attempted to
solicit their input into possible solutions. This discussion came to a quick halt when the Human
Resource Manager (without a word of exaggeration or lie) said,
“This is why we don’t hire disabled people.”
Knowing the organisation very well, including their public commitments to employing persons with
disabilities, I snapped, and literally suggested that the HR Manager do whatever he could to fix the
problem over the weekend BEFORE I could present the young lady’s story, and the HR Manager’s
comment, to the company’s group/corporate executive team; all of whom I had a prior scheduled
meeting with on the coming Monday.
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To be brutally honest, I have no idea what happened to any of the people involved. I can tell you
that the MD and his fellow execs took the matter extremely seriously, and that the company
initiated a training programme for all management, despite having only recently included the issue
of employing disabled persons in a site-by-site awareness campaign.
Here’s the clincher…
The young disabled lady was THE only disabled person working at a site with more than
1 000 employees, and only one of 66 employees within a company of well over 10 000“team
members”. She also happened to be a volunteer with a disabled persons advocacy charity, and
was on the brink of quitting because she felt powerless to seek the changes required to allow
her to continue working for a company she’d been with for over 10 years.
When I presented her story in the context of the company’s publicly stated values, code of
conduct (including anti-discrimination in the workplace), and the fact that their Disabled Persons
Rate was 0.55% compared to a national average of 1.00% (source: Stats SA), I pulled no punches
when it came to helping the Executive team understand the risk of the story going public.
“Just image…” I began, “what would happen if she quit her job, presented the reasons for
her departure to the advocacy group – or a lawyer with a specific interest in advocating against
discrimination of disabled persons – and the company then had to face a rather public lawsuit. I
doubt it will end well for any of you.”
While I know that the company responded in a very responsible way, I was recently surprised
to learn that their response has not yet included more transparency around their employment of
persons with disabilities. That said though, the company isn’t unique in this regard.
As part of our ongoing continuous improvement process, my team and I at Integrated Reporting &
Assurance Services (IRAS) conduct an annual review of the ESG/Sustainability reporting of every
single JSE listed company. We search for numerical performance data for the 203 indicators within
our ESG/Sustainability Data Transparency Index (SDTI),and use the data collected to compare the
SDTI scores for companies within industry sectors in our annual publication. We essentially ask,
“What companies are the most transparent about their Environmental,
Social & Governance (ESG) performance?”
Historically, we didn’t try to report on whether companies include a “Number of Disabled
Employees” or “Disabled Persons Rate” in our index due to a lack of information in annual reports.
However, this changed in the past few months due to some shocking statistics reported in a
couple of news stories, particularly around the low employment rates of qualified professionals
such as teachers, lawyers and accountants, regardless of whether or not the work environment
somehow precluded access, or if required tasks could not accommodate lesser vision, hearing
and/or mobility abilities. So, we updated our index.
At present, my team has reviewed the annual reports of 168 companies with a financial year end (FYE)
of between January and June 2021 (59% of our total population of 286 companies), and they’ve so
far only found disability data in the annual reports of 31 companies (18.5%). As per the following table,
Disabled Person Rates range from 0.00% to 6.33%. Most notable are Visual and Accelerate who had
the courage to admit to the number being zero, noting the context of their having very few employees,
while Attacq reported that 10 of their 158 employees are disabled…which I highly applaud. I also
applaud Impala Platinum (Implats) for reporting that 1 033 of their 38 060 employees are
deemed disabled.
Sure, some companies report a Disabled Person Rate below the Stats SA average of 1.00%
(obviously either a heavily rounded off number, or guesstimated), but I’d be the last to fault any
company that currently provides this useful information in their published annual report(s), simply
because I believe that by placing the number into the public domain, they’re acknowledging the
importance of recruiting, retaining and possibly training disabled persons…including those who
can’t accommodate disabled persons in their own companies.
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I believe the saying is…
But by the grace of God there go I.
Can you imagine being disabled in a country such as South Africa, where life is hard enough for
fully abled individuals, particularly when the unemployment rate is currently over 40%?
I can…but only exclusively in the context of my friend George.
Number of
Employees

# of
Disabled
Employees

Disabled
Person
Rate

Company

Industry Sector

FYE

Attacq

Real Estate - Holding & Development

Q2

158

10

6.33%

African Media Entertainment

ICT, Media & Other

Q1

209

10

4.78%

Adapt IT

Software & Computer Services

Q2

981

32

3.26%

Impala Platinum (Implats)

Metals & Mining

Q2

38 060

1 033

2.71%

Transpaco

Industrials, Engineering & Support Services

Q2

1 552

34

2.19%

Omnia Holdings

Energy, Natural Resources & Chemicals

Q1

4 200

79

1.88%

Adcock Ingram

Health & Pharmaceuticals

Q2

2 223

41

1.84%

Brikor

Industrials, Engineering & Support Services

Q1

581

10

1.72%

Allied Electronics Corporation (Altron) Software & Computer Services

Q1

7 711

131

1.70%

Combined Motor Holdings

Retail

Q1

2 204

34

1.54%

Sephaku

Construction, Materials & Equipment

Q1

210

3

1.43%

Italtile

Retail

Q2

2 613

35

1.34%

Discovery

Financial Services - Insurance & Benefits

Q2

12 650

164

1.30%

Imperial logistics

Transportation

Q2

25 432

322

1.27%

Woolworths

Retail

Q2

44 708

533

1.19%

Motus

Retail

Q2

16 708

198

1.19%

Distell

Food, Beverages & Other

Q2

4 440

50

1.13%

Telkom SA SOC Ltd

ICT, Media & Other

Q1

12 039

134

1.11%

African Rainbow Minerals

Metals & Mining

Q2

12 335

137

1.11%

Bidvest

Industrials, Engineering & Support Services

Q2

121 343

790

0.65%

Foschini

Retail

Q1

34 891

219

0.63%

Super Group

Transportation

Q2

13 323

82

0.62%

Mr Price

Retail

Q1

19 262

118

0.61%

Sasfin

Financial Services - Other

Q2

730

3

0.41%

Ellies

Electronics & Electrical Equipment

Q2

496

2

0.40%

Northam Platinum

Metals & Mining

Q2

10 478

42

0.40%

Adcorp

Services & Other

Q1

48 936

109

0.22%

Tongaat Hulett Limited

Food, Beverages & Other

Q1

22 927

41

0.18%

Finbond

Financial Services - Banking

Q1

1 909

1

0.05%

Visual International Holdings

Real Estate - REITs & Other

Q1

2

0

0.00%

Accelerate Property Fund

Real Estate - REITs & Other

Q1

0

0.00%

4 397

1.39%

AVERAGE

Not Reported
463 311
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George Makhunga is a 32 year-old resident of Dobsonville,
Soweto.
I first met George in early 2010 when he joined a marimba
band project that I ran for 14 years as a mechanism for
dragging kids into my supplemental Maths classes on
Sundays, noting that, if you’re not already aware, learning
Maths is essentially the same process as learning Music:
repetition, repetition, repetition!
When George arrived, it was clear that we needed to be a
little more patient with him because one of his legs clearly
didn’t function normally, as well as one arm, and he had a
speech impediment that made him somewhat difficult to
understand when he asked for help. But that said, George
was amazing!
NOTE: If you never got to see the kids, check out
SMYLe Crazy Train May 2015 - YouTube (even
though George had already graduated from the
programme before the video was posted).

George, mid-performance in Canada
in September 2010.

When it came to hard work, George was head and shoulders above almost all of the nearly 120 kids
in our programme. He was quick to get stuck in when instruments needed to be set up, or when they
needed to be stored away again after a practice or performance. So much so, that when I selected a
team of 25 kids to travel to Canada with me in September of 2010, I had to break my “must have been
in the band for at least one year” rule. What a fantastic decision.
George turned out to be one of SMYLe’s star performers during our 19 days of touring high
schools in Canada, in an attempt to reinforce the band’s motto…
Where you get to in life isn’t a function of where you begin, but of how hard
you’re willing to work to get to where you want to be.
It was my belief that the kids in SMYLe needed to be exposed to what some (including many of
my friends who’ve since emigrated to Canada) believe is a “best case scenario”. I wanted them
to interact with their Canadian high school peers, and to show the Canadian kids the depth and
breadth of their talent…and it worked…brilliantly!
On the last night of our stay in Canada, SMYLe put on a more than four-hour close-out
performance to more than 500 people, during which I interviewed each of the kids to ask them
about their experiences over the previous days. When it was George’s turn, I asked him, “What
was the most important lesson you learned?” , and his response was…
“I learned that in Canada, people like me don’t have to go to special schools. In Canada, disabled
kids get to go to normal schools and be friends with normal kids.”
There was barely a dry eye in the auditorium (probably because I wasn’t succeeding in holding it
together).
The truth is that I’d never once actually considered George “disabled”.
Yes. I saw the leg, and the arm, and I personally struggled to understand him at times, but I never
once equated this to George being anything other than…for lack of a better term…lesser abled
than the other kids.
He worked extremely hard…performed like a trouper at all times…learned to play the djembe
(drum) while on tour so he didn’t always have to sit aside if we weren’t using the marimbas (he
played the baritone marimba), and made everyone, including my mother, fall in love with him.

5

He was a superstar!
Fast forward to end of January 2013, when George called me out of the
blue one day and said, “Michael. I need your help. I’m at school, but they’re
saying that there is no more school for me.”
In short, George completed the equivalent of Grade 10 the previous
December and nobody told him that in the schools for disabled learners,
that’s where the schooling ended. They didn’t have anything after Grade 10,
and nobody, including the provincial Minister of Education (who I cornered
outside her office to ask her for help), could offer George any advice on what
to do next.
I searched. I emailed. I even visited four private schools and offered to pay
George’s entire costs if they’d admit him and let him learn.
No luck…but George was still George!

George at work in
the Woolworths at
Eastgate Mall,
28 January 2022.

Before I had a chance to make a plan for him, George called again to report
that he’d been given at job at the Woolworths in the Eastgate Mall…but he
needed help (some money) to buy clothes and food because his starting
wage was very low. He also wanted me to buy him a laptop so he could
study in his spare time so that he would be able to seek promotions within
Woolworths to increase his income. Of course I helped him, but the laptop
was a 1 year work anniversary present.
He started his job in March of 2013.
Again fast forwarding, it’s now January 2022 and George is still working at the Woolworths in Eastgate.
He now earns roughly R3 600 per month (his take home pay), and he’s using the money to support
himself, his mother, and his niece who lives with his mother. He uses just over R1 000 of his monthly
wages to travel to/from work every day and is proud to inform me that he’s completed his Business
Administration Level 2 courses, and that he now has his “own shack”. But he needs help.
In 2021, George and a few of his friends started a charity called Light of Hope South Africa. The
team consists of six people, four of whom all work at the same Woolworths (including George),
and three of whom are “disabled” (including George). Their sole purpose is to raise money to buy
school shoes for “underprivileged” children…as if to assert that George doesn’t see himself as
“underprivileged”. In March of last year, they donated 38 pairs of shoes to children at two schools
in the area around his home. Their goal for 2022 is to donate 70 pairs of shoes.
To cut this short, my team and I at IRAS helped him buy the shoes he needed, but I honestly believe
George deserves more support…just as I believe South African companies, particularly the JSE
listed ones who form the population sample for our SDTI research, should consider whether they’ve
got their own George (and possibly help that person help the people they’re trying to help).
At bare minimum, companies should be looking inward to see how well they’re doing with respect
to the recruitment, training, and development of disabled persons in their workforce, and they
don’t have to think this is some kind of charitable act. Setting aside the obvious value persons with
disabilities can add to their companies – including blind accountants like the guy I used to work
with at PWC 20 years ago, or the wheelchair bound IT helpdesk employee I had the pleasure of
meeting during a site visit, or the Down’s Syndrome kids I trained to work as data entry clerks
a at Canadian company I volunteered with more than 30 years ago (one of whom still works at
that company), or the guy with Down’s Syndrome who made my day every time I visited the
McDonalds in my home town, or my favourite high school Maths teacher who not only had Spina
Bifida, but who wielded her crutches like alertness warning devices – South African companies
can benefit from the bonus B-BBEE points they get from employing disabled persons (including a
wide array of “disabilities”).
In my mind, South African companies should engage with organisations such as the National
Council of and for Persons with Disabilities (NCPD) to perhaps conduct a workplace
opportunities gap analysis to identify what specific posts could be flagged for allocation of
special recruitment consideration.
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If nothing else, JSE listed companies should make sure that they disclose the number of persons
with disabilities they employ within their annual reporting to stakeholders, so IRAS…as we will
be doing during the launch of our 2022 Update on ESG/Sustainability Data Transparency in South
Africa research report in July…can recognise/award the companies with the highest demonstrated
commitment to disabled persons, based on the data we’re able to extract from integrated annual
reports (and all other supplemental documents within the public domain).
If you would like to help George and his friends at Light of Hope SA (LOH) provide school
shoes to more under-privileged learners, please feel free to contact me at michael@iras.co.za.
A pair of shoes costs R120 ($8) and makes a world of difference for the child who wears them.
LOH doesn’t only need donations, but also help from a bank that can help them open a no
fees bank account for their registered charity (evidence of which is available).

About the Author
Michael H Rea is the Managing Partner of a small niche/boutique ESG/Sustainability
Reporting & Assurance consultancy – Integrated Reporting & Assurance Services (IRAS).
The company focuses primarily on the provision of independent third-party assurance over
the ESG/Sustainability content within integrated annual reports and/or ESG/Sustainability/
Climate Change reports.
IRAS is not only committed to carbon neutrality (via the planting of fruit trees in
underprivileged communities), but also social justice and development. As much as 10% of
IRAS’s gross revenue (not Net Profit After Tax, of which we never have any) is invested in
socioeconomic development projects that we are directly involved in. In 2021, IRAS funded
and helped construct a 1 000 m2 food security garden for families in the Hlabisa area of
KZN. While this may appear altruistic, it’s actually our best example of mutualism (a.k.a.,
commensalism), in that IRAS learns a lot about where the rubber of ESG/Sustainability
actually meets the figurative underdevelopment road in South Africa, and get to work with an
amazing group of women, in exchange for a reasonable proportion of our revenue.
Where we give, we gain!
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