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GABORONE
DECLARATION
FOR SUSTAINABILITY 
IN AFRICA

SUSTAINABILITY APPROACH
Given that industry associations provide support services to large numbers of 
companies, they have a unique opportunity to mainstream sustainable business 
development by leading environmental initiatives to better serve the long-
term interests of members and contribute to the fulfilment of governmental 
sustainability goals. For example, the Consumer Goods Council of South Africa 
(CGCSA) - a large industry association - is leveraging its influence and resources 
to promote and share sustainable business practices among its 16,000+ members 
through its new Environmental Sustainability Initiative (ESI). Once fully established, 
the internal Environmental Sustainability Unit in charge of leading the initiative is 
expected to provide strategic services and functions desired by business members. 

The ESI will include the following activities: developing a CGCSA environmental 
vision and standards for consumer goods companies to support; engaging in 
advocacy based on industry-wide analysis and benchmarking; building business 
capacity for environmental sustainability through management training, technical 
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CONTEXT
Despite experiencing rapid economic growth, South Africa has struggled to rid itself 
of lingering economic inequality and poverty. This upper middle income country has 
one of the highest household income disparities in the world (2nd highest in 2009) 
with the poorest ten percent of households earning a little over 1% of the total 
national income while the richest ten percent of households earned over 50% of the 
total national income (in 2009).1 More than 30% (in 2009) of South Africans still live 
below the poverty line and 17%2 live with HIV (the highest in the world in 2011).3 The 
country still grapples to provide adequate employment opportunities for its 48.6 
million people (in 2013) given an unemployment rate of around 25% for the general 
population and around 50% for all youth between the ages of 15-24 (in 2011).4 The 
country ranks 121st out of 187 countries in the 2013 Human Development Index. South 
Africa’s estimated GDP per capita of USD 7,508 in 2012 is dwarfed by the USD 49,965 
GDP per capita of the United States, but is large in comparison with the USD 1,433 
average for all of Sub-Saharan Africa.5 

South Africa has been able to spur overall 
economic growth and gain greater international 
influence even though it still faces on-going 
socio-economic challenges common to 
less developed countries. The country has 
cultivated over 100 substantial import and 
export relationships with other countries and 
recently joined the G20 and BRICS (Brazil, 
Russia, India, China and South Africa) political 
group of major fast-growing and newly 
industrialized economies. 

Upward trends in GDP per capita from 2003-2012 in South Africa (up 51%) have 
captured the attention of businesses. The service sectors have played a dominant role 
in the South African economy contributing 69% of GDP, while the industry sectors 
accounted for 28% and the agriculture sector for 3% of GDP in 2012.6 Companies 
in the service sectors such as those providing consumer goods are finding South 
Africa’s markets to be increasingly alluring given the ease of access to South 
Africa’s consumers. Large government investments in roads, ports and railways 
have made South Africa’s transportation network the largest on the continent, 
and have consequently made it an attractive hub from which consumer goods 
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assistance and auditing guidance; and leading environmental public relations and 
education outreach. By collaborating with the Consumer Goods Forum (a global 
industry association) and other relevant stakeholders, the ESI seeks to ensure that its 
approach and standards for environmental sustainability are compatible with South 
African legal requirements and those of voluntary domestic and international business 
standards. Through the ESI, these approaches and standards will be tested and audited 
in a few industries (e.g. fruit, red meat, and timber) to determine the best course for 
refinement and to make them applicable for all CGCSA industries, thereby improving 
the outcome of mainstream adoption.
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companies can expand into other, less accessible African markets.7 However, despite 
these advantages, industries that provide consumer goods face serious growing 
environmental problems that threaten to undermine future economic gains. 

Like roads and transmission lines, South Africa’s natural resources provide 
the ‘ecological infrastructure’ that is critical to the production, manufacturing, 
transporting and retail of consumer goods and the well-being of the overall economy. 
An analysis undertaken during the development of the National Framework for 
Sustainable Development in 2010 concluded that the natural resource base in South 
Africa is under severe pressure: 34% of terrestrial ecosystems, 82% of rivers, and 65% 
of marine ecosystems are threatened, while 50% of South Africa’s wetlands have 
already been destroyed. As a result of industrialization, South Africa has become the 
world’s 15th largest producer of greenhouse gases with 560MtCO2e (million tons 
of carbon dioxide equivalent) released in 2010 according to data from the World 
Resources Institute’s CAIT 2.0. These environmental problems are in large part a 
consequence of existing production and consumption patterns which, unless they are 
shifted onto a more sustainable path, will seriously compromise sustainable economic 
growth and environmental services needed for poverty alleviation. 

Many companies are, to varying degrees, committed to the responsible environmental 
and social management of their operations and supply chains because of obligations 
under national regulations, corporate policies, or voluntary standards. South Africa’s 
regulatory profile, especially under the new National Development Plan, includes 
an array of increasingly demanding regulations on energy, water, waste, air quality 
and biodiversity. One of the most important pieces of legislation to South African 
businesses is the revised Companies Act (2010), which requires good governance and 
compliance with the UN Global Compact. As an internationally recognized UN-led 
policy initiative, the UN Global Compact provides guidance to all businesses on the 
development, implementation and disclosure of sustainability practices and policies 
based on 10 universally accepted principles relating to human rights, labour standards 
and environmental sustainability. Also, many companies choose to comply with the 
2009 Corporate and Commercial/King Report on Governance for South Africa (King 
III) developed by the nationally recognized King Committee on governance because 
compliance is required by members of the Johannesburg stock exchange (15th largest 
in the world).8 A novel component of the King III is that companies must integrate 
assessments of social and environmental performance within their annual reports. 
When they have the capacity companies pursue and promote improved internal 
environmental sustainability policies as a means of decreasing costs, improving public 
image and taking advantage of innovative growth strategies.

In 2002, manufacturing, wholesale, retailers and companies from a variety of 
industries providing consumer goods in South Africa banded together to form an 
industry group, the Consumer Goods Council of South Africa (CGCSA), to represent 
their interests. CGCSA has grown to become a prominent group for the industry with 
a membership of over 16,000 companies, which represent 40% of the economy and 
25% of the country’s employment. The group also includes 400 member companies 
from several neighbouring countries including Botswana, Namibia and Mozambique, 
among others. Members receive access to industry networking, trainings, forums, 
research, and representation on various regulatory bodies that regulate the industry. 
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Currently, the CGCSA is organized around four priority working units: 

• Food Safety Initiative seeks to establish greater food safety and nutrition. 

• Consumer Goods Risk Initiative focuses on reducing crime and its impact on the 
industry.

• Consumer Goods Industry Affairs unit advocates member interests in legislative, 
regulatory economic and trade arenas.

• GS1 develops supply chain standards for South Africa in accordance with 
GS1 Global Standards (an international standard setting affiliate) and assists 
companies with their implementation in South Africa. 

Despite the environmental threats to consumer goods companies, the CGCSA 
has not established a separate formal initiative to concentrate on environmental 
sustainability issues. The large formal working units do address environmental issues 
occasionally and the CGCSA does have a small, internal Sustainability Forum, but 
these environmental activities lack cohesion and do not attract as much attention and 
resources as the other business units given their importance to the industry. 

The consumer goods industry will face a myriad of direct and indirect effects from 
the deteriorating condition of South Africa’s ecological infrastructure. Environmental 
scarcity and climate change are contributing to growing production and transportation 
uncertainties that will worsen without significant planning, monitoring and improved 
management of resources. It is challenging for companies to develop evidence-based 
long-term strategies for efficient and sustainable use of land, air and water as there 
is insufficient knowledge and data related to results and impact on business. Also, 
environmental non-compliance can pose large public relations risks given greater 
government and public scrutiny, confused messaging and financial waste. 

IMPLEMENTATION
The CGCSA plans to establish a new CGCSA priority working unit - the 
Environmental Sustainability Initiative (ESI) - to help members proactively take 
steps to manage related risks and opportunities. The environmental non-profit 
Conservation South Africa (CSA), member of the Conservation International 
Network, will provide leadership and catalyze the entire ESI establishing and 
piloting process within CGCSA.  

The CGCSA commissioned CSA to complete a feasibility study in mid-2013 to 
assess member interest and ESI viability, develop an overall strategy and budget, 
identify the benefits and obstacles to success, select priority ESU functions and 
set a timeline for the formation of the ESI. CGCSA members were surveyed to 
gauge interest in ESI and provide recommendations. This resulted in an Overview 
and Conceptual Framework for the ESI. Of the 450 respondents (representing 
29 different sectors), 83% projected that sustainability would be very important 
to their business in the next 3 years and over 60% indicated that they have no 
dedicated in-house function to address environmental sustainability issues. Also 

© CI/Mike Matarasso



GABORONE DECLARATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY IN AFRICA

over half the respondents felt that some of the largest obstacles to sustainability 
were their lack of knowledge of successful sustainability programmes and the lack 
of public understanding on the importance of sustainable professional practices. 

Based on the survey results, it is proposed that the ESI have four main areas of 
engagement including: 

• Vision and guidelines - advance both CGCSA ESI needs in policy discussions 
and assist members to adopt endorsed standards that have been 
benchmarked with notable national and international standards. 

• Business Improvement - provide training, technical assistance and auditing 
guidance.

• Informed Advocacy - promote industry-wide analysis, benchmarking and 
strategic engagements.

• Public Relations and Education - lead outreach to consumers and government 
agencies.

Key performance indicators for ESI engagement are planned to measure the 
change in member understanding, implementation of standards and vulnerability 
related to environmental issues like climate change. Shifts in consumer and 
government opinion of the industry’s environmental sustainability and efforts to 
mitigate climate change will also be measured. 

MOVING FORWARD 
Having approved the final Overview and Conceptual Framework for the ESI, the 
Board gave the go-ahead for the establishment of the Sustainability Initiative. 
The CGCSA is in the process of officially establishing the internal ESI Working 
Group, which will involve developing the business plan and other preparatory 
technical reference documents as well as ushering in a staff transition with the new 
ESU internal business unit to support the initiative. ESU revenue will come from 
founders’ fees from selected companies with this status, events and training fees, 
grants and extension service fees. 

In preparation for developing CGCSA standards, the ESI will pursue collaboration 
among and between strategic stakeholders and will test approaches for 
establishing and benchmarking standards to ensure widespread adoption and 
success. Also, it is planned that three industries (e.g. fruit, red meat, and timber) 
will be audited to provide a baseline for benchmarking standards. This “incubation 
phase” will provide opportunities to refine the process so that when these efforts 
are scaled up to all sectors the approach will be more efficient, effective and easier 
to understand. Expert extension support and scientific analysis of monitoring 
results on sustainability practices should also help inform company improvements 
and build customer trust of consumer goods. The ESI can also help facilitate 
large companies to provide support for environmental improvements to other 
sector partners (especially within their supply chain), which will help to reduce a 
commonly cited problem of marginalizing small and medium-sized businesses. 
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Given that the future poses many environmental challenges and opportunities 
for South African companies that provide consumer goods, there is a niche for 
the CGCSA to provide much-needed environmental leadership and support 
services through its ESI. It is hoped that over time the initiative will help producer, 
manufacturer, and retailer CGCSA members streamline operations by having to 
only comply with one set of national environmental good practice standards that 
are globally benchmarked. ESI strategic outreach to government agencies and 
education campaigns for consumers on sustainability should also help to improve 
understanding and support for feasible industry reforms. Ultimately, by fostering 
collaboration and engagement among businesses, the ESI can help businesses to 
develop strategies for reducing the costs and risk associated with environmental 
problems like resource scarcity and climate change that can impact their supply 
chains; while assisting them to make reforms to reduce their environmental 
impact and fulfil the needs of customers and communities. The ESI provides a 
replicable model for developing an industry-led sustainability initiative that can 
catalyse improvements in management, so that businesses of all sizes can move 
beyond legal compliance and impact management toward sustainable business 
development.   
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