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Business can join bid to help South Africans become savers

It is time for employers to join the bid to transform South Africa from a nation of debt-ridden citizens who constantly battle to meet their financial obligations, to a nation of savers and a productive workforce, says Elias Masilela, chairman of the SA Savings Institute, a non-profit organisation committed to increasing the national savings rate and enhancing the financial health of the nation, particularly at the household level.

The Institute has adopted the theme of ‘Riding the Rainbow’ for its 2007 savings campaign which culminates in the current campaign that runs through the festive season, which emphasises the significant benefits of long-term saving and reaching retirement with a true and real ‘pot of gold’.

The situation as it stands, though, is that many households face their monthly financial obligations with deep anxiety. This means that the festive season, which should be a time of joyful sharing in every household, is often marred with the dismal prospect of inadequate resources to meet the family’s needs and wants, which often leads to growing debt as households fund their demands through borrowing.

Business has the capability to shoulder some of this burden, notes Masilela; what it needs is the will to do it.

Employers can get involved in helping their employees become sustainable savers by putting in places institutions and policies such as pension plans, investment schemes, and other means of assisting their employees to save. This is just one way of assisting, but they can also get involved in educating their staff on how to budget, how to spend responsibly as well as how to save, and on the vast and long-term benefits to a household of living within its means. It is clear that people spend most of their in work environment and that is where they generate their ability to buy. It is on this forum, the factory floor, that they can have most time to learn about these sorts of things. The relationship between the worker and the employer can be greatly enhanced by such engagement. More importantly, the employer can gain a lot by having a debt free workforce, one that is significantly more focused and therefore productive.
This does not end with the employer/employee relationship. It can be extended to consumer and producer. In this regard, retailers too, can contribute to this initiative by helping consumers to be responsible in their spending patterns and their attitudes to debt. Retailers can assist through responsible advertising campaigns as well as through consumer education.

“The benefits to both employers and retailers who get involved in building a culture of saving among their employees and consumers are manifold,” says Masilela.

“For employers, the benefit is predominantly one of productivity – the essence of every business. An employee who is too indebted cannot be productive; he or she is constantly worrying about meeting financial demands. The alternative is a focused and productive employee who has been well educated on the benefits of saving and on how to achieve this.”

“For retailers,” says Masilela, “the benefits include a significant drop in the incidence of unpaid accounts, which saves on debt-collection and helps to establish a more positive ‘consumer-friendly’ image in the market place.”

Masilela notes that while there has been an encouraging slow down in the rate of consumer expenditure in recent months, the challenge for business in South Africa is to maintain this trend going forward, particularly as the future is not as economically certain as it has been recently - with rising inflation and the cost of debt increasing.

New partnership

The SA Savings Institute has also announced an exciting new partnership with the Freeplay Foundation, a non-profit organisation that provides vulnerable populations with access to information and education through sustainable technology such as the Lifeline self-powered radio, of which 150 000 have been distributed since being launched in 2003. To operate the radio, all that’s necessary is to wind a handle and an alternator converts the energy into electricity.

The aim of the partnership between SASI and Freeplay is to distribute these radios to HIV-affected child-headed families and broadcast specially developed financial literacy programmes through community radio channels to encourage a culture of saving among these disadvantaged households. The target population for SASI’s messages is the middle to low income households, who predominantly rely on radio for communication.  What SASI has found is that many of these household, particularly those in the outlying areas, cannot afford a radio. If they can, they cannot keep it running due to the high costs of batteries or power. This partnership will go a long way in bridging this gap.
Kristine Pearson, Freeplay Foundation’s CEO, who was named one of Time magazine's Heroes of the Environment for 2007 in October for her role in conceiving and developing the Lifeline radio, says that with the constantly growing number of child-headed households – many of whom are coming into the money stream through social grants and other support – accessible education on how to manage their money is absolutely essential.

"By providing information that has been specially developed to appeal to children, we will empower them to make sensible choices and improve the quality of their lives," says Pearson, adding that, "Children say they trust the voice of the radio."

Pearson says that SASI is an ideal partner for this project as it has a clear understanding of the drastic need for financial literacy among disadvantaged families, as well as a vision of a bright future that is possible for vulnerable people who have learned to apply savings principles in their lives. “Even if children who have low incomes learn to save a few rands each week, they will escape the horror of being trapped in spiralling debt in the future.”

The SASI and Freeplay Lifeline radio project will launch with a pilot phase where 2 000 radios will be distributed in KwaZulu-Natal and Orange Farm, working with NOAH and MaAfrica Tikkun, both of which are organisations that support HIV-affected families.

Pearson also extended an invitation to any other organisations that might be interested in partnering with Freeplay and SASI on this project.
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About SASI

The South African Savings Institute (SASI) is an independent non-profit organization dedicated to developing a robust culture of saving in South Africa.
At SASI’s launch in April 2001, Finance Minister, Trevor Manuel, drew attention to the poor savings rate; disparate living standards; lack of financial literacy and the poor growth of our economy. He noted that these concerns may all be mitigated by an improvement in savings culture by all sectors of the South African population.
SASI‘s founding members were the Industrial Development Corporation (IDC) and Ipac (now known as Acsis). Recently, SASI has been reliant for its operational funding on its two anchor sponsors: the IDC and Standard Bank.
SASI is governed by a widely represented Board of Directors who, through their business and personal networks, promote the work of the Institute to all sectors of society
About Freeplay

The Freeplay Foundation is committed to providing innovative and practical energy solutions and to ensuring sustained access to information and education via radio. The Freeplay Foundation is an entirely separate entity from the for-profit Freeplay Energy plc and has its own board of trustees in each of the countries where it is registered.
