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ABSTRACT

Black economic empowerment (BEE) programmes represent a government strategy aimed at a 
reduction in the economic and social disparities characterising the different racial groups in South 
Africa. BEE successes up to date are notable, but do not meet government expectations. This 
article explores the level of BEE in the tour operating subsector and proposes possible actions to 
address deficiencies in this regard. 

Data were obtained by emailing questionnaires to registered tour operators. The results were 
then scrutinised and evaluated by a panel of experts during a focus group discussion. Subsequently, 
recommendations were made, particularly with regard to the following:

 • Introducing a compulsory registration system for tourism entities
 • Establishing industry-focused training with flexible short course options on a part time basis
 • Investigating the creation of a special scorecard for small, medium and micro enterprises 

(SMMEs)
 • Implementing an inclusive model to stimulate business growth and entrepreneurship 

Key words: black economic empowerment (BEE), tour operators, BEE support and application

INTRODUCTION: HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

The South African government addressed the disparities in economic and social development in South 
Africa by instituting the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) as a formal attempt 
to rebuild the country. One of the main objectives of the RDP was to de-racialise the ownership 
and control of business in South Africa. This programme endeavoured to put policies in place that 
would make it easier for black people to gain access to capital for business development. The state 
and parastatals had to provide capital to attain the black economic empowerment (BEE) objectives,  
while improving training and increasing participation in ownership (BEE Commission, 2001:1).  
By implementing BEE, the government strived to pull poor people into the mainstream economy  
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of South Africa in an attempt to make them benefit from the capitalist system. Jack (2007:8) cautions 
that if this is not achieved, it will create an ideal political opportunity for the masses to move away 
from capitalism.
The Black Economic Empowerment Commission was established in May 1998 under the auspices 
of the Black Business Council (BBC) with the following objectives in mind:

 • To engage in empirical research into the BEE process and report on the results of BEE during 
the 1990s

 • To determine obstacles that prevented black people from participating in a meaningful way in 
the economy

 • To develop a powerful case for an accelerated national BEE strategy
 • To make recommendations on policies and interventions that could guide the national BEE 

strategy
 • To develop benchmarks and guidelines that could monitor the implementation of the national 

BEE strategy

The BEE Commission (2001:1) states that there has been little change in the overall inequality 
and wealth distribution in South Africa, with the result that black people have remained in poverty 
and marginalised from ownership, control and management of economic activities in the country. 
According to this commission, black economic empowerment is sometimes seen as the development 
of a black capitalist class and focuses on BEE investment companies. This is a very narrow definition 
and addresses SMMEs and skills development in a secondary way. The result has been a limited 
inclusion of black people in the economy and the growth of the middle class poor. This is echoed by 
Edigheji (1999:6) by referring to the increase in asset base of emerging black entrepreneurs on the 
JSE that increased from less than one per cent in 1994 to nearly eight per cent in 1999. Although this 
is a significant increase in percentage terms, it remains small in terms of the total asset value of the 
JSE. The BEE Commission argues the following about BEE:

 • It is an integrated socioeconomic process.
 • It is structured within the context of the RDP.
 • It aims to transfer substantial and equitable ownership, management and control of South 

Africa’s financial and economic resources to the majority of its citizens.
 • It seeks broader participation by black people in the economy of the country to ensure sustainable 

development (Van Wyk, 2010:40–41).

The BEE Commission (2001: 5) further states that unemployment and poverty threaten the stability 
of the South African economy and to this extent the performance of government and the private 
sector interventions have not yielded sufficient job opportunities and redistribution of capital. This 
appears to be especially true in the tourism sector characterised by small family-size operations. The 
specific research objectives were:

 • to trace the progress made with BEE in the tourism industry
 • to determine the support for black economic empowerment that exists in the tour operating 

subsector of South Africa, both in principle and application
 • to ascertain to what extent tour operators apply BEE guidelines in their respective operations.

BEE PROGRESS IN THE TOURISM SECTOR

Some of the key findings published in 2003 in the South African tourism industry empowerment and 
transformation annual review (Mason, 2003:45) indicate that BEE is not a government-imposed 
cost on reluctant businesses, but that it offers clear advantages to businesses that can develop and 
implement a business-driven empowerment vision. Akinboade & Braimoh (2010:1) state that  
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South Africa has strived to grow the South African economy through international tourism whilst the 
Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism has envisaged that many of the small, medium 
and micro enterprises benefitting from this tourism growth in South Africa will be black-owned 
businesses. Unfortunately there is little or no quantitative data available on empowerment in the 
tourism industry (Mason, 2003:45).

In order for the tourism BEE scorecard to be successfully implemented, a comprehensive strategy 
had to be deployed including: job creation, rural development, urban renewal, poverty alleviation, 
land ownership, specific measures to empower women, skills and management development, 
education, meaningful ownership and access to finance for the purpose of conducting business. 
The Cluster Consortium (Mason, 2003:47) noted that there were seven key BEE drivers in South 
Africa’s tourism industry that ranged along a continuum of predominantly social, to predominantly 
commercial. These drivers included the following:

 • Social responsibility
 • Social stability (crime free, stable, tourist friendly)
 • Stakeholder support
 • Government incentives
 • Cost cutting and efficiency
 • Product and market development
 • Quality of service

On 29 May 2005 the Minister of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, Marthinus van Schalkwyk, 
announced the launch of the Tourism Black Economic Empowerment Charter Council (Department 
of Environmental Affairs and Tourism (DEAT), 2005). This council focused on delivering the seven 
broad focus areas of the charter that consists of: ownership, strategic management, employment 
equity, skills development, preferential procurement, enterprise development and social development 
(DEAT, 2006). The Tourism BEE Charter Council has been tasked to drive transformation in tourism 
and to fulfill their mandate in order to:

 • facilitate the communication of the charter and scorecard
 • facilitate the certification by DTI of whose entities comply with the charter
 • facilitate the incentives available to tourism enterprises to comply and become certified
 • compile an annual report on the tourism sector progress
 • develop a framework and capacity for the implementation of the charter
 • facilitate the implementation off innovative programmes to fast-track transformation, and
 • advise the minister on BEE-related legislative and regulatory developments. 

METHODOLOGY

In order to generate information from tour operators in South Africa, South African Tourism was 
contacted to determine the universe of this target group. Unfortunately this body could not provide 
any accurate information on the size of the tour operating industry. This sector is deregulated to 
the extent that individual tour operators do not have to register with any industry governing body 
and starting a new operation can go undetected. The umbrella body for tour operators is known 
as the South African Tourism Services Association (SATSA) and their voluntary tour operator 
members numbered approximately 335 in 2010. The researchers compiled a tour operator database 
by collecting information from South African Tourism, SATSA and provincial tourism authority 
databases. There were many tour operators listed in these databases that no longer existed and a great 
deal of overlap occurred between databases. After duplicate names were discarded, the researchers 
contacted all tour operators on the new database by calling their telephone or fax numbers as well 
as contacting them by email. In this manner a database of 370 tour operators was compiled that 
compared favourably with the SATSA national database of 335 members. 
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During 2004, the researchers conducted a pilot survey among tour operators in South Africa and the 
outcomes of this study contributed to the design and compilation of the 2010/11 questionnaire. This 
questionnaire was utilised in conducting a survey, during December 2010 and February 2011, among 
tour operators. The researchers emailed the questionnaire to tour operators on the new database and 
a repeat email was sent to remind them of the closing date for submissions. Questions raised by 
the recipients were addressed via email as well as telephonic discussions, and a total of 845 emails 
were sent to the industry to gather primary information. Once the completed questionnaires were 
received from the industry, they were captured electronically as well as on hard copies printed and 
coded for reference purposes. All tour operators that did not respond after two weeks were contacted 
telephonically and encouraged to participate in the survey. Some hostility was experienced as some 
respondents refused to disclose their position on black economic empowerment and accused the 
researchers of sourcing information for the national government. 

A total number of 73 questionnaires were received and if expressed as a percentage of the new 
database (370 entries) of tour operators, a response rate of 20 per cent was achieved. According to 
a communication by Dr Norbert Haydam (2011), tourism research specialist at CPUT, a response 
rate of between four and five per cent is normally achieved in tourism surveys conducted in South 
African. The survey was followed by a focus group meeting conducted in Durban during the Tourism 
Indaba 2011. The experts invited to participate in the focus group discussions provided input in 
terms of the research methodology, findings and recommendations emanating from the study. The 
researchers opted for the hypothetic-deductive method to test the results of the null hypothesis for:

i. support for BEE in principle
ii. support for BEE in application
iii. correlation between size of the enterprise and BEE support (principle and application).

DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH RESULTS

The questions relating to black economic empowerment were divided into the segments of BEE 
status and support for BEE.

BEE Status

The BEE status of 49.3 per cent of tour operating businesses was unknown, while 18.3 per cent 
had a verified BEE status confirmed by an external body. A significant number of tour operators  
(32.4%) indicated that they had assessed themselves in terms of the BEE scorecard, but did not 
indicate the outcomes of these assessments (Table 1).

Table 1: BEE status of business

Frequency Per cent Valid per cent
Cumulative  

per cent

Valid Self-assessed 23 31.5 32.4 32.4

Verified level 13 17.8 18.3 50.7

Unknown 35 47.9 49.3 100.0

Total 71 97.3 100.0

Missing System 2 2.7

Total 73 100.0
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BEE Support

The industry indicated support for BEE during the consultative process in compiling the BEE 
scorecard. The researchers attempted to determine to what extent this support reflected support for 
the principle of BEE as well as the application of BEE in their businesses, and the degree of support.

Support in Principle

The researchers attempted to gain information on the support for the principle of BEE among tour 
operators by providing them with three options to choose from: fully support, partly support and do 
not support.

Table 2: Degree of support for the principle of BEE

Frequency Per cent Valid per cent
Cumulative  

per cent

Valid Fully support 15 20.5 22.1 22.1

Partly support 34 46.6 50.0 72.1

Do not support 19 26.0 27.9 100.0

Total 68 93.2 100.0

Missing System 5 6.8

Total 73 100.0

The respondents indicated that 72.1 per cent of them supported BEE in principle consisting of  
22.1 per cent that fully supported and 50 per cent that partly support BEE in principle. A total  
of 27.9 per cent indicated that they did not support BEE in principle.

Support by Applying BEE

When the respondents were asked on the application of BEE, the percentage for applying it in full or 
partly was 61.8 per cent whilst 38.2 per cent indicated that they did not apply BEE in their businesses. 
The difference between the support for BEE in principle and the support in the application of BEE 
in their businesses is evident in tables 1 and 2. 
The percentage of tour operators that did not support BEE in principle was depicted as 27.9 per cent 
(Table 2) whilst the percentage of tour operators that did not support BEE in the application thereof 
rose to 38.2 per cent (Table 3).

Table 3: Degree of application of BEE

Frequency Per cent Valid per cent
Cumulative  

per cent

Valid Fully apply 11 15.1 16.2 16.2

Partly apply 31 42.5 45.6 61.8

Do not apply 26 35.6 38.2 100.0

Total 68 93.2 100.0

Missing System 5 6.8

Total 73 100.0
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The challenge would be to assist tour operators in applying BEE on a broader scale and to improve the 
integration of business operations and product development in a way conducive for business growth 
and BEE advancement at the same time. The researchers further segmented the BEE questions into 
those reflecting BEE application in business characteristics as well as in business operations.

a) In terms of turnover generated from doing business with previously disadvantaged individuals 
 (PDIs), 56.9 per cent of respondents indicated that zero percent of their turnover was   
 generated in this way. At the same time 15.7 per cent of tour operators indicated that  
 they generated between one and five per cent of their turnover in this manner, with a further   
 9.8  per cent of respondents indicating that this percentage ranged between 15 and 20 per cent.  
 A further 9.8 per cent indicated that 50 per cent of their turnover was generated by doing 
 business with PDIs.

b) In terms of the percentage of clients that were black, 44.2 per cent of respondents indicated   
 that they had no black clients, whilst 25 per cent indicated that between one and two per cent   
 of their clients were black. 

c) In terms of the percentage of management staff that were PDIs, 64.7 per cent indicated that   
 they had zero PDIs as part of the management team (Table 4).

Table 4: Percentage of management that were PDIs

Frequency Per cent Valid per cent
Cumulative  

per cent

Valid .00 33 45.2 64.7 64.7

1.00 2 2.7 3.9 68.6

20.00 2 2.7 3.9 72.5

25.00 3 4.1 5.9 78.4

30.00 2 2.7 3.9 82.4

50.00 2 2.7 3.9 86.3

60.00 2 2.7 3.9 90.2

70.00 1 1.4 2.0 92.2

100.00 4 5.5 7.8 100.0

Total 51 69.9 100.0

Missing System 22 30.1

Total 73 100.0

d) The ownership of tour operating enterprises yielded a response of 77.6 per cent of owners that  
 were not PDIs whilst 14.3 per cent indicated that they were 100 per cent owned by PDIs  
 (Table 5). 
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Table 5: Percentage of business ownership by PDIs

Frequency Per cent Valid per cent
Cumulative  

per cent

Valid .00 38 52.1 77.6 77.6

1.00 1 1.4 2.0 79.6

30.00 1 1.4 2.0 81.6

50.00 1 1.4 2.0 83.7

59.00 1 1.4 2.0 85.7

100.00 7 9.6 14.3 100.0

Total 49 67.1 100.0

Missing System 24 32.9

Total 73 100.0

e) The responses on the percentage of turnover that was invested in local communities indicated 
 that 45.1 per cent of respondents made no investments in local communities. At the same 
  time 23.5 per cent of respondents indicated that between one and five per cent of turnover 
 was invested in local communities. There were enterprises that indicated higher percentages 
 and 15.7 per cent of respondents indicated that 10 per cent of turnover was invested in  
 local communities whilst 5.9 per cent indicated that 20 per cent of turnover was invested in  
 this manner. During the focus group meeting, the high percentages of turnover invested in  
 local communities were clarified by the interpretation of the term “investment”, as it was  
 interpreted as all involvement in local communities by tour operators. These included  
 contributions to community projects as well as procuring of goods and services from local 
 communities (including local employment).
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Percentage of products consisting of PDI products/services
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Figure 1: Percentage of products consisting of PDI products/services

f) In terms of procurement and the percentage devoted to PDIs, respondents indicated that 
 40.8 per cent of them made no procurement from PDIs, whilst 14.3 per cent allocated five per 
 cent of their procurement to PDIs and 12.2 per cent indicated a PDI procurement figure of  
 20 per cent. There was also a segment of the respondents that indicated higher procurement
 figures from PDIs and 10.2 per cent indicated that they procured between 30 and 35 per cent   
 from PDIs whilst eight per cent indicated a figure of between 50 and 80 per cent procurement  
 from PDIs.
 
g)  Tour operators were also asked to indicate what percentage of their product mix consisted of  
  products obtained from PDIs (Table 1). Respondents indicated that 29.4 per cent of them 
 had no products of this nature and 13.7 per cent indicated that five per cent of their products 
 was sourced from PDIs. The researchers noticed a declining percentage of respondents as the 
 level of PDI product inclusion increased. To this extent 17.6 per cent of respondents indicated 
 that 10 per cent of their products were PDI products, 7.8 per cent indicated that 15 per cent 
 apply to them, whilst 9.8 per cent indicated a 20 per cent PDI product component and  
 7.8 per cent a 30 per cent PDI component. 
  During the focus group discussions, it became clear that tour operators were often not aware  
 of the BEE status of their suppliers, clients and investors. Many tour operators also did not know 
 how to incorporate using SAA as their air transport supplier, in the BEE scoring process. 
 The same uncertainty applied to other international and large corporate companies in terms of  
 their BEE status being unknown to the tour operators. 

h)  In terms of training budgets being devoted to PDI training, 79.2 per cent of respondents   
 indicated that they devoted no training funding to PDIs. 
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i) Staff composition reflectd that 46.2 per cent of respondents did not employ PDIs whilst 
 5.8 per cent employed 25 PDIs in their total workforce. 9.6 per cent of respondents reflected 
 employment figures of 100 per cent PDIs employed, 7.7 per cent employed 80 per cent PDIs 
 and 7.7 per cent employed 50 per cent PDIs in their enterprises (Table 6).

Table 6: Percentage of staff that were PDIs

Frequency Per cent Valid per cent
Cumulative  

per cent

Valid .00 24 32.9 46.2 46.2

1.00 1 1.4 1.9 48.1

3.00 1 1.4 1.9 50.0

10.00 1 1.4 1.9 51.9

15.00 1 1.4 1.9 53.8

20.00 1 1.4 1.9 55.8

25.00 3 4.1 5.8 61.5

27.70 1 1.4 1.9 63.5

30.00 3 4.1 5.8 69.2

50.00 4 5.5 7.7 76.9

70.00 2 2.7 3.8 80.8

80.00 4 5.5 7.7 88.5

85.00 1 1.4 1.9 90.4

100.00 5 6.8 9.6 100.0

Total 52 71.2 100.0

Missing System 21 28.8

Total 73 100.0

RECOMMENDATIONS

The number of tour operators supporting BEE is relatively small. This is partly attributable to the 
smallness of tour operating companies, many of which are one-man operations or small family 
concerns. The responses from tour operators nevertheless suggest that there are some negative 
sentiments regarding BEE, which may affect support levels. Among the tour operators supporting 
BEE, there also appears to be a lack of knowledge regarding suppliers who are BEE compliant. 
From a research perspective, the lack of a proper database of tour operators represents a big problem, 
while the costs involved in measuring and verifying BEE status is a challenge. The following 
recommendations are therefore made:

 • That a central database of tourism enterprises be compiled
 • That the verified BEE status of all tourism enterprises be included in this national database
 • That information about BEE compliant suppliers be made available to tour operators

The researchers are pleased that the recommendation of a central database for tourism enterprises 
is now being considered by the national minister for tourism for inclusion in the new Tourism Bill.
With regard to training requirements, respondents were clear on the provision of appropriate training 
and skills development in the tourism industry. In order for staff to remain actively employed 
by tour operators, respondents indicated part-time studies as their preferred form of tuition. It 



 
Black economic empowerment in the tour operating subsector of South Africa 47

is recommended that diplomas and short courses be compiled consisting of the following three  
focus areas:

 • Product knowledge 
 • Business acumen
 • Communication skills 

These courses should be made available through distance tuition or residential tuition and offer 
students flexibility to remain employed and to study at the same time.

The need also exists for an inclusive model that seeks to encourage business growth and at the 
same time lends itself to expanding the implementation of the BEE objectives in South Africa. This 
model should be based on sound business growth principles that will enable growth and therefore 
opportunities to expand BEE. The inability of small, white owned/operated enterprises, consisting 
of one or two employees, to comply with BEE targets on ownership, management and employment 
equity and skills development, needs to be addressed. It is recommended that:

 • further study investigates the formulation of a special scorecard for SMMEs, and
 • that this scorecard consist of variables that SMMEs can control in terms of BEE targets.

With the emerging black middle class, opportunities are developing for increased domestic travel 
that includes traditional travel needs as well as those specific to the black middle class. These 
include culture specific events, facilities, travel patterns, etc. The best rate of success for business 
development is shown by investing in existing businesses with proven business models and track 
records. These businesses should be encouraged to participate and expand the tourism offerings that 
will expedite BEE. It is therefore recommended that:

 • special government interventions be designed to support these ventures that have the potential 
for fast growth and expansive job creation 

 • a domestic tourism programme that encourages national and regional travel with appropriate 
products and services at affordable prices be implemented 

 • government invests in world class education and training at all levels of tourism to ensure a 
future labour force that can contribute to the delivery of exceptional tourism offerings

 • a comprehensive tourism business study be conducted on all the subsectors of the tourism sector 
to comprehend the complexity and diversity of the tourism sector.

An understanding of the ways in which business is conducted in each subsector will allow for 
focused interventions and more successful job creation and BEE results. The departure point for 
these studies should be the business functioning of subsectors. Thereafter political objectives can 
be obtained by focused interventions that will grow the overall business of tourism and thus create 
opportunity for black people to excel in tourism. 

CONCLUSION 

Tourism will function in a future environment that has been shaped by BEE and transformation. 
Significant progress has been made to date if compared to the state before 1994. This is evident in a 
report compiled by Moody (in Macdonald, 2008) on BEE in South Africa, in which the government’s 
BEE initiative has been credited for influencing mergers, acquisitions and private equity. This 
financial research and credit ratings company professes that completed BEE transactions over the 
last decade amounted to more than R200 billion, with transactions for 2007 alone totaling R96 
billion (Macdonald, 2008).

There were several major BEE share issues in 2009 and 2010, with an overwhelming response 
from black South Africans. MTN’s Zakhele black economic empowerment offer exceeded all 
expectations whilst SAB Miller’s offer was 1.7 times oversubscribed and raised approximately  
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R2.8 billion with more than 124 000 applications from previously disadvantaged communities (SA 
Good News, 2010:1). Research by the Human Science Research Council (HSRC) (SA Good News, 
2010:2) indicates that there has been significant growth in the black middle class of South Africa. 
The middle class constituted 8.8 per cent of the population in 1994 (approximately 3.5 million 
people) and this grew to 11.9 per cent of the population in 2000 (approximately 5.3 million people). 
The percentage of black people comprising the middle class in 1994 was calculated at 29 per cent,  
whilst this percentage grew to 50 per cent in 2000. A study by the Bureau of Market Research (SA 
Good News, 2010:2) at the University of South Africa found that the black middle class in South 
Africa grew by three million people between 2001 and 2007, totaling 9.3 million black people in 
2007. It is not just the rise of the black middle class that is a result of transformation efforts, but 
also the rise of affluent black elite that are referred to as black diamonds. These are high net worth 
individuals that are seen as capitalists who do not ensure a trickle down of wealth to the broader 
population. The following information pertains to black diamonds:

 • Black diamonds comprise over two million people who have a combined annual spending 
power of R130 billion and whose ranks are growing at an estimated rate of 50 per cent a year. 

 • Seventy-two per cent of South Africa’s new black middle class believe that only a few privileged 
people are benefiting from the BEE process.

With the above figures as evidence of the transformation process unfolding in South Africa, the 
future outlook for BEE in tourism is positive if the trickle-down effect can be enhanced and all the 
people of South Africa can capitalise on the benefits that tourism holds.
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