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By THIS IS AFRICA  

The reporting responsibilities on companies are grow ing by the day, and ‘sustainability’ - once confined to vague 

comments on social responsibility initiatives and environmental impact - now  spans a much w ider remit, ranging 

from employee healthcare to human rights. 

In the case of Banro Corporation, a gold company operating in the Democratic Republic of Congo, data stretches 

as far as to the cost of moving graves to make w ay for its Tw angiza mine. 

Today, international companies publish more than 5,000 sustainability and corporate responsibility reports a year, 

to meet criteria including stock exchange rules, public procurement provisions, and health and safety law s. 

Betw een 2006 and 2013, the number of countries and regions w ith mandatory and voluntary reporting measures 

increased from 19 to 45, according to research by KPMG. 

But big questions still hang over the nature of sustainability reporting. How  uniform are the data collection 

methods and performance indicators? Where is the pressure to report coming from – CEOs, regulators, NGOs or 

multilateral institutions? And how  much of this information makes it into core business practice, through a 

company’s annual reports? The Africa Sustainability Barometer, a collaboration betw een This is Africa and the 

UN Global Compact, seeks to investigate those problems. 

Building the sustainability profile  

The pressure to publish performance information on sustainability has been mounting since the dark days of the 

1980s, 90s and early 2000s, w hen multinational companies w ere caught in a string of social and environmental 

disasters, ranging from the Bhopal gas explosion in India to the environmental degradation in the Niger Delta. 

The recent collapse of a garment factory in Rana Plaza, Bangladesh, show s that issues of corporate impact and 

governance are far from resolved. In South Africa, Lonmin’s decision to pay the education costs for the children 

of mine w orkers killed the Marikana shootings last year points to the sustained impacts of governance disasters 

on a company’s bottom line. 

Review ing the annual reports of more than 1,000 companies listed on the continent, the Africa Sustainability 

Barometer found that data on sustainability metrics w ere scattered, rarely found in the singular location of the 

annual report, and had a scale bias: the smaller the company, the less information w as available. Outside of the 

continent’s established stock market – the Johannesburg Stock Exchange – there w as a signif icant reporting 

drop-off. 

To gauge a company’s full sustainability profile, one must go beyond annual reports and look to submissions to 

stock exchanges (if  they are listed), specif ic health, safety and impact reports, f inancial reporting, and 

membership to voluntary initiatives and guidelines. The current lack of consistent, integrated reporting in a single 

place makes it harder for stakeholders to understand the scale and scope of a company’s operations. But it also 

suggests that sustainability itself, as an issue, is scattered w ithin organisations. A 2013 report by Ernst and 

Young phrases this problem succinctly: “Integrated reporting leads to integrated thinking.” 

But w ho decides w here companies start and end their sustainability agenda? Much pressure to report has come 

from outside of business. In child labour, for instance, NGOs have pushed companies in certain sectors to spend 

meaningful effort auditing their supply chains. And the Africa Sustainability Barometer found that some of the 

largest companies in Africa now  have policies covering this issue. 

There may be some sectoral skew  in this reporting. A number of the companies reporting on the issue stem from 

the mining, retail, and food and beverage sectors, including BHP Billiton, SABMiller, Massmart and Anglo 

American. “If you are a company operating in an industry that has been highlighted for child labour - cocoa, 

cotton, sugar - you are much more aw are and concerned than if you are in other retail or commerce sectors,” 

says Constance Thomas, director of the International Labour Organisation’s International Programme on the 

Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC). “Where there has been pressure by  NGOs, by campaigns, there is a little bit 

more action.” 
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But pressure does not just come from NGOs. CEOs are also a major driver of the sustainability agenda, and the 

‘C-suite’ needs to be on board to raise the issue to a strategic, managerial level. For that to happen, companies 

need to view  sustainability reporting, and corporate governance generally, as a core business issue that can 

promote their productivity. Ms Thomas cites Coca Cola and Mars as “deeply engaged” in child labour issues 

especially compared to 10 years ago. 

Despite this, the barometer found that the vast majority of companies have no clear child labour policy, even in 

the more established JSE. That is not to say those companies have child labour in their supply chains, but it may 

indicate they do not know  and have not audited. Ms Thomas points out that ignorance w ould be no excuse w ere 

underage w orkers to be found. 

The problem is harder to monitor amongst smaller businesses. Ally Samaje, Tanzania’s acting commissioner for 

minerals, admits that his country is still grappling w ith issues of child labour in local gold supply chains, but 

argues that for the most part licensed miners are not the perpetrators. “The government is alw ays making sure 

that there is no child labour in mining activities, but artisanal mining is the area w here there is a chance there is 

child labour,”  he says. “They know  that w hen the government is not present there is no monitoring, and to control 

it government w ould need to be there all the time.” The w ay to f ix the problem, he argues, is to formalise artisanal 

miners. “By formalising those w orkers you put in a system w hereby you can control such activities because you 

can penalise them using the license that they have.”  

Reporting on other areas of non-environmental sustainability also remains patchy. How ever, a meaningful 

minority of companies have gone beyond the most basic rights issues like child labour, to begin looking at issues 

such as employee health in a more comprehensive w ay. 

Tens of businesses surveyed in the sustainability barometer, particularly South African and Nigerian groups, now  

offer their employees HIV/Aids testing and treatment. Again, those efforts are led by the largest multinationals on 

the continent, including the likes of mining groups BHP Billiton, Anglo American, Kumba Iron Ore and Lonmin; 

food and beverage players such as SABMiller, Tiger Brands and Guinness Nigeria (ow ned by Diageo); the 

retailers Massmart and Woolw orths; and a handful of banks such as Standard Bank and Investec. Other South 

African giants including Naspers, the media group, and Aspen Pharmacare also feature on this list.  

Anglo American w as a trailblazer here, creating its HIV support programme over a decade ago. The company’s 

move w as prompted w hen it recognised the link betw een the HIV/Aids and tuberculosis – a disease for w hich it 

had a long history of providing treatment, given the prevalence of lung disease amongst miners. 

 “Anglo American w as the f irst major employer to offer HIV counselling and testing coupled w ith free  anti-

retroviral therapy (ART) for HIV infected employees, and extended this free treatment to employees’ dependents 

w ith HIV in 2008. This marked the important integration of the HIV/Aids and TB prevention and treatment 

programmes,” says Dr Brian Brink, chief medical off icer w ith the group. 

In southern Africa, w here HIV rates are still the highest in the w orld, the group tested over 95,000 employees last 

year, and says that over 90 percent of its employees in the region check their status every year.  

In TB, incidents amongst employees are also on a dow nw ard trajectory, and are, at 958 per 100,000 employees, 

low er than both the national and industry averages. “With the escalating TB epidemic in South Africa – a direct 

result of the high burden of HIV in the country – w e are focusing on earlier diagnosis and treatment,” Dr Brink 

explains. 

The reasons are not only moral: companies have realised that running such initiatives, though costly, makes 

f inancial sense. “There is no doubt that HIV/Aids represents  a signif icant cost to the business in sub-Saharan 

Africa,” he says. Without antiretroviral therapy, the total cost of HIV to Anglo American in South Africa is on 

average 6.4 percent of company payroll per year. But a 10-year study commissioned by the group show ed that 

its prevention and treatment programmes had reduced the overall cost of HIV/Aids to the business by 9 percent.  

“These savings are achieved through reduced death and disability benefits paid, reduced absenteeism, savings 

on inpatient and outpatient HIV-related medical costs and reduced recruitment and training costs.   These 



f indings led the researchers to conclude that company – provided ART has been cost-saving to the business,” Dr 

Brink says. 

  A mounting tally of corruption scandals in emerging markets has also pushed corruption and bribery issues into 

the broader sustainability agenda. Driven by activists, civil society groups and governments, more is being done 

to report on these problems. A number of companies assessed in the Africa Sustainability Barometer are making 

efforts to limit corporate gifts, w hile others are putting safeguards in place to ensure their suppliers enforce their 

anti-corruption policies. 

For instance, Massmart, the Walmart-ow ned South African retailer, says that its formal trading agreements detail 

the ethical practices that suppliers are expected to uphold. The company states that it “regularly communicates 

its ethical standards to suppliers and service providers, and attempts to ensure that they comply w ith these 

standards”. But the moderate language is a clue to the diff iculty of upholding those standards amongst distant 

elements of a supply chain. 

More signif icant, perhaps, is the development of specialised anti-corruption off ices w ithin listed businesses 

themselves, pointing to a more systemic, integrated handling of ethical issues.   

But those efforts are still limited. Taken from annual reports, only just over a dozen companies featured in the 

barometer appear to have developed such units. Again, the continent’s biggest groups – including BHP Billiton, 

Standard Bank, Sasol and Nigeria’s Access Bank – feature on that list. Massmart, too, runs its ow n ethics off ice, 

w hich takes calls and reports on corruption issues, and distributes communications on problems including 

bribery, profiteering and w histle-blow ing to employees. 

Battle of the regulators  

The strongest drivers of corporate governance are the off icial regulatory bodies, and they are gradually ratcheting 

up the pressure on companies. The 500 companies on the JSE are now  required to f ile ‘integrated’ sustainability 

reports, or explain w hy they cannot. And each stock exchange around the w orld has a different set of rules, 

meaning companies listed on multiple exchanges have the greatest overall reporting profile. 

This is relevant for Africa, w here many companies – notably in the mining sector – have several listings. Canada 

hosts Barrick Gold Corporation & African Barrick Gold (listed on the TSX, AMEX and LSE), Kinross Gold 

Corporation (active in Ghana and Mauritania and listed on the TSX and NYSE) and First Quantum, in Mauritania 

and Zambia (listed on the TSX and the LSE). 

But regulators face resistance in their efforts to ramp up reporting. In the US, tw o sections of the Dodd Frank Act 

– 1502 and 1504 – sought to make major changes in company reporting; covering payments made to 

governments, and supply chain verif ication to avoid fuelling conflict, respectively. Both items have faced 

pushback. 

Companies and industry bodies complained that 1504 w as leading to a de facto moratorium on all minerals from 

the Great Lakes region, because of the diff iculties associated w ith tracking. Section 1502 – w hich requires 

companies to publish payments made to governments on a project-by-project basis, amounting to over $100,000 

– sparked a law suit against the US Securities and Exchange Commission in w hich several extractive industry 

companies and associations claim the article violates the US constitution, and that certain countries (including the 

likes of Angola and Qatar) prohibit the disclosure of payments made to their governments anyw ay. 

But this is contested. “We looked at those countries and could not f ind evidence of any law  prohibiting disclosure 

of payments,” says Joseph Williams, senior advocacy off icer at Publish What You Pay. He gives short shrift to 

company objections over the constitution. “Companies are not people,” he says. 

Not all companies objected to the rulings, how ever. The Norw egian oil and gas major Statoil pulled out of the 

SEC law suit and New mont Mining, the third largest mining company in the w orld by market capitalisation, is not 

supporting it. “Being transparent about our tax and royalty payments ensures local communities are aw are of the 

signif icant tax revenues that are generated and potentially available for public w orks and social investments,” 

says Omar Jabara, a spokesperson for the company, w hich endorsed the underlying Senate legislation in 2009.  



The momentum created by Dodd Frank is having repercussions in other regions. This year the EU approved new  

Accounting and Transparency Directives - similar legislation to 1504, compelling oil, gas and mining companies 

to publish payments over EUR 10,000 ($13,100) made to governments, and to release information on their 

earnings in each country. Unlike Dodd Frank, the EU legislation extends as far as the forestry industry, and also 

captures private companies over a certain threshold - affecting any groups that meet tw o of the follow ing 3 

criteria: a balance sheet of over EUR 20m ($26.2m), net turnover of over EU40m ($52.4) or an average number 

of employees of above 250. Canada w ill also establish mandatory reporting standards for its extractive 

companies. 

The private life of public money 

While most reporting pressure is on big, publicly listed companies, and on larger private companies, there is also 

a lively debate over the private equity sector – w hich is grow ing fast in Africa.   

Key metrics are emerging for measuring the sustainability of the sector. “We have spent signif icant time over the 

years evaluating how  w e track progress w ith regards to ESG (environmental, social and governance) and w e 

have w orked w ith key investors to w ork out the right mix of metrics,” says Namita Shah, vice president and head 

of ESG at Emerging Capital Partners (ECP), a pan-African PE firm. “A number of our investors have also 

collaborated to streamline the reporting requirements of general partners. As a result, the key areas for 

quantitative measurement have evolved into turnover, EBITDA, taxes paid and employment numbers, w ith a 

breakdow n of male and female employees.” 

The quantitative measure is only one of the instruments for tracking impact. Core business decisions can also 

further sustainability goals, says Ms Shah. “We have invested in a chain of restaurants called Nairobi Java 

House. When w e initially invested, the company w as w ell run, but w e saw  an opportunity for the company to 

become the f irst operator in the region in the fast-casual space to achieve food safety certif ication. This is a 

signif icant commitment to the social part of ESG, but it is also highly important from a returns point of view  – w e 

are building a business into a w orld-class company. When w e look to exit, Nairobi Java House w ill be attractive to 

all buyers – including the w ell established international ones.” 

PE funds occasionally w ork w ith development f inance institutions, and here there should be more rigorous 

reporting requirements, critics say. “Given the public nature of its funds and the development mandate of these 

institutions, DFI-backed companies should comply w ith high transparency standards to ensure they are 

accountable to affected communities, shareholders and the citizens those shareholders are accountable to,” says 

María José Romero, policy and advocacy off icer at the European Netw ork on Debt and Development, an NGO. 

This is particularly important w hen it comes to funding involving major DFIs like the IFC, part of the World Bank.  

Putting it into practice  

Outside the purview  of off icial regulators, and the improvised reporting of the private sector, a proliferation of 

voluntary standards aim to make sustainability reporting more consistent, international and comparable - w ith the 

international non-government sector a critical stakeholders. 

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) offers the w orld’s only international reporting standard, w hile the United 

Nations-supported Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI) initiative and the UNGC’s Ten Principles of 

Responsible Business also provide targets to investors w ho can submit performance data annually. 

The most recent iteration of GRI standards encompasses a w idening range of categories and criteria, including 

performance in respecting ‘freedom of association’ rights and supplier human rights assessments . And by 

focusing on the four key areas of sustainability – economic, environmental, social and governance performance – 

the GRI aims to make sustainability reporting by all organisations as routine and comparable as f inancial 

reporting. This process helps companies by providing them a functional framew ork w hich they can use to develop 

their ow n sustainability reporting initiatives. Establishing a sustainability reporting process thus helps companies 

to “set goals, measure performance, and manage change” according to the GRI mission statement. 

Other voluntary initiatives are varied, ranging from the Equator Principles (the framew ork by w hich banks can 

manage environmental and social issues in project f inancing), and the Extractive Industries Transparency 



Initiative (EITI), to organisations such as the Responsible Jew ellery Council. Particular headw ay is being 

achieved by focused initiatives, w hich are able to secure genuine buy-in from stakeholders. The Carbon 

Disclosure Project, for instance – an international organisation providing a global system for companies to 

measure, disclose, manage and share environmental information, w ith a particularly strong focus on w ater – now  

has strong support from JSE-listed companies, according to the Africa Sustainability Barometer. 

Those initiatives have provided an important medium for collaboration betw een corporations on sustainability 

issues. Others have gone further by establishing their ow n partnership programmes. Coca Cola, for instance, has 

partnered w ith the NGO WWF in an initiative focused on sustainable sugar cane production, w hich operates in a 

handful of countries including South Africa. 

On a larger-scale, SABMiller co-chairs a unique and progressive multi-stakeholder platform for w ater resource 

management alongside the South African Department of Water Affairs. The public-private collaboration, know n 

as the ‘Strategic Water Partners Netw ork of South Africa’ includes the likes of Coca Cola, Anglo American and 

Nestlé, the Development Bank of South Africa, the South African Water Research Commission and WWF, and 

provides practical ideas designed to reduce the w ater volume supply -demand gap by 2030. 

When surveying both industry associations and international framew orks and technical standards, it is clear that 

companies can no longer plead that sustainability reporting is too unfamiliar or burdensome a terrain for them to 

navigate. Much help is at hand. 

Core business  

Bringing together these different streams of reporting remains a huge challenge, but putting sustainability at the 

heart of business practices w ill not be achieved by reporting alone. That requires the guarantee that all such 

principles reach deeply into company operations, rather than sitting on the periphery. 

Progress here is increasingly encouraging. The global f inancial crisis caused a shift in thinking, and at Harvard 

Business School, the strategy guru Michael Porter pioneered the concept of “shared value” as a w ay of “f ixing 

capitalism”. The idea w as an antidote to the perceived failure of simple corporate social responsibility, and it 

stated that the creation of economic value w ould also require value creation for society. To sustain f inancial 

performance and social progress, businesses w ould need to rethink the w ay in w hich they operate, Mr Porter 

argued. 

“A turnaround in companies [occurs] w hen it becomes part of their business plan and not just part of their 

marketing. This has to be part of their delivery mechanism, of their marketing strategy, of their product delivery 

and quality,” Ms Thomas of the ILO says. 

More and more companies – including a number of those featured in the Barometer – have made important 

efforts to re-conceive the w ay they operate w ith the aim of meeting those criteria. For these groups, the concept 

of sustainability has been shifted from the margins of business to the core, as they recognise the link betw een 

sustainability and f inancial performance. 

Amongst the companies listed in the Barometer, a handful stand out as having developed a strategy for 

sustainability w hich is holistically integrated into their business model. Prominent amongst them are agriculture 

and food and beverage groups w hose core performance relies on developing sustainable local value chains. 

Illovo Sugar, Africa’s biggest sugar producer, and Botsw ana’s Sechaba Brew ery are both examples, as is Pick n 

Pay, the South African retailer. That group performs the best of any company in the Barometer on issues of 

supply chain management - an underreported area of sustainability. 

Like other international food, drink and consumer goods giants w ho have developed holistic approaches to 

sustainability, Pick n Pay is developing an entire business model centred on the sustainability of its sourcing.  

In its sustainability report, the company explains that the challenges of rising food and energy prices, volatile 

commodity prices and climate risks are likely to mount. In South Africa, high levels of unemployment and 

inequality are intensifying these pressures. “Events of the past year have confirmed that ESG issues are having 

an impact on businesses more overtly and w ith greater urgency. Global debates on the interconnectedness of 



w ater, food and energy challenges are finding local expression,” the group states. “Given all these trends, w e see 

value in strengthening our sustainability management and reporting systems.” 

CEO Richard Brasher says: “Changing market conditions require quality products produced in a socially and 

environmentally responsible w ay. This in turn requires us to w ork in partnership w ith suppliers, to understand 

their business needs and risks, and to w ork to achieve shared goals.”  

Other groups are meeting those challenges in the same w ay. Notable internationally are the likes of Diageo and 

Unilever. Of those African-listed companies featured in the Barometer, PZ Cussons Nigeria and SABMiller both 

excel for similar reasons. The South African brew er has mapped out 10 sustainable development priorities w hich 

it says identif ies “the issues material to our business”. Ranked highest amongst those are w ater and  enterprise 

development w ithin its value chains. To map its gains, the company has created its ow n technology, the 

‘Sustainability Assessment Matrix’, w hich tracks and reports performance on a country -level against clearly-

defined criteria. The group says it aims to become 25 percent more w ater-eff icient by 2015, over a 2008 base, 

and has already made gains of 13 percent. 

But the companies internalising their sustainability strategies still remain too few , and for the most part, reporting 

on issues of sustainability is still patchy. 

For those w ho understand how  sustainability affects their corporate performance, increased reporting and 

integration of the sustainability agenda looks likely. For companies w ho operate in a more isolated manner, and 

for the many smaller companies w ho are not in the public eye, the advocacy w ork has a long w ay to go 

 


