COMMENTS ON THE SOUTH AFRICAN RESERVE BANK AMENDMENT BILL NUMBER B 10 -2010 MADE TO THE PORTFOLIO COMMITTEE ON FINANCE BY THE COMMISSION ON GENDER EQUALITY ON 31 MAY 2010.
1.
INTRODUCTORY REMARKS 
The Commission on Gender Equality ( CGE ) is a Chapter 9 Institution and in terms of Section 11 of its empowering legislation obliged to evaluate legislation and make recommendations to the relevant legislature. This responsibility is exercised with the primary aim of promoting, protecting and developing gender equality in South Africa.

2.        COMMENTS 

The Commission on Gender Equality supports the proposed amendments which are aimed at among others : preventing shareholders from circumventing limitations imposed in respect of the maximum acquisition of shares in the Bank which stands at 10 000 shares, allowing for the nomination of directors from a broader spectrum of the South African public, the establishment of a process allowing for confirmation of Board members against a benchmark of criteria relating to what constitutes a fit and proper person in relation to fiduciary duties and clarification of the powers and functions of the Board.
The above are necessary and the CGE is in support of same but proposes that the following be considered :

(i) The wider public should also be offered an opportunity to acquire shares in the South African Reserve Bank.

(ii) Directors who serve on the Board should be appointed in a manner where they are reflective of the requisite skills, demographics and relevant sectors of South African society.  This should be prescribed in the proposed Bill.
(iii) The identities of all shareholders should rank as public information.

(iv) The relationship between the Governor, Deputy – Governor and the Board should be balanced. This means that the Governor or Deputy Governor should be obliged to take decisions in consultation with the Board. The notion that Board members should be limited to governance suggests that their role is limited to a Secretariat function within the bank.  Such a situation creates an imbalance of powers and function which creates an opportunity for conflict.
(v) The SARB must progressively revert to being a state entity which is accountable and subject to greater regulation and participation by representatives in government and the public.
(vi) The SARB does not exercise substantive regulation and supervision over the domestic banking system due to inherent weaknesses arising from its independence from the state. This has allowed for an untenable situation in the domestic banking industry where banks operate with impunity to the detriment of the public. Such a situation cannot be allowed to continue.

(vii) The SARB’S narrow approach to supervision and regulation of the domestic banking sector is limited and does not meet the expectations of the wider public. In this regard it functions without the participation of the public and does not seek to be informed or champion their interests. This is reflected by an inability of the SARB to act against high bank charges and unacceptable profit margins of the banking sector. Furthermore, the use of interest rates by the SARB to keep inflation within a range of 3 to 6 percent is a narrow approach because it targets consumers especially women and single parents causing them more harm in some instances instead of addressing real culprits of inflation drivers such as high electricity costs, fuel prices and exorbitant production costs.
3. CONCLUSION 
The Commission on Gender Equality is aware of the financial turmoil that was caused by poor controls in the international banking sector. The undersigned appreciates the fact that the financial disaster which swept the world originated in these lax banking practises. Against this background the Commission supports the exercise of prudence and necessary controls in the banking sector and it acknowledges the valuable contributions made by the SARB. However, the Commission urges the SARB to look beyond the interests of the corporate sector and focus on the poverty stricken, homeless and unemployed people of South Africa as well. In this regard a tremendous level of relief would be experienced by millions of deserving South Africans if the SARB persuades commercial banks to keep prime lending rates at the level of the repurchase (repo) rate, force banks to levy charges which are affordable and seek to protect the homes and livelihoods of the nation when it makes decisions on the repo rate. In short the SARB has to display a more sensitive approach to the millions of South African men and women who have become unemployed during the recessionary cycle experienced between 2008 and the third quarter of 2009. The SARB is obliged as the central bank to take cognisance of the majority of South African women who are still economically disadvantaged by prevailing economic policies and practices because it is the central bank of a developmental state and not a developed nation. Under the circumstances the Commission wishes the Portfolio Committee on Finance all the best in their endeavours and thanks them for the opportunity to make this submission.
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