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Cipro’s successor ‘hampers economy’ 

DA wants Trade and Industry Minister to declare a ‘state of emergency’ 
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CAPE TOWN — Trade and Industry Minister Rob Davies should declare a "state of emergency" at the recently established Companies and Intellectual Property Commission (CIPC), which was causing a bottleneck in the economy, the Democratic Alliance (DA) said yesterday.

Despite promises that the commission would redress the failings of its predecessor, the organisation was in "disarray", the DA claimed yesterday.

The commission was established as a semi-autonomous body under the new Companies Act to replace the trouble-torn Companies and Intellectual Property Registration Office (Cipro).

The speedy registration of companies and the ability to amend company data is vital for the smooth functioning of an economy and is one criterion used to assess the "ease of doing business" in a country. SA has not performed well in international comparisons and the new commission was tasked with improving this situation.

But instead of streamlining company registrations, the commission processed only 196 new registrations last month — equivalent to 7% of the 2738 new registrations processed last June . 

The DA’s trade and industry spokesman, Tim Harris, said the dismal figures came to light last week during an oversight visit to the commission’s offices by members of Parliament’s trade and industry committee. 

"The visit revealed how badly the department is handling the registration and renewal of South African companies. Companies are the building blocks of our economy. If we are failing to register new companies, or process company returns at the required rates, we are stifling growth before it begins, and impeding the creation of new jobs," he said. 

But committee chairwoman Joan Fubbs said the CIPC had reduced the time it took to process applications. It was too early to pass judgment on its performance as it was still "very new".

"Our financial credibility is no longer at risk," Ms Fubbs said, referring to the duplicated data and company hijackings which plagued Cipro. 

While she was concerned about the state of the commission, it was now "better than average" and she was cautiously optimistic about its prospects. 

CIPC spokeswoman Elsabe Conradie said the commission would respond to the criticisms later. Earlier this month it conceded that the first two months had been "difficult, with system problems and new and inherited backlogs in a number of areas of the organisation". 

The website was not functioning optimally. Enhanced security measures slowed down processes and the new Companies Act had resulted in a large number of name reservations and close corporation applications. 

Customers had struggled to get access to the CIPC.

Information provided to MPs during the visit showed the commission finalised 2476 new registrations in the first two-and-a-half months of its existence, from May to July 15, compared with 6120 new registrations handled in the same period last year. 

"The commission also acknowledged it has a backlog of 50000 transactions, more than half of which are unprocessed name reservations," Mr Harris said. 

The commission’s call centre was "grossly insufficient for its needs", he said. 

In May it received 66000 calls, but 47500 went unanswered. "It is simply unacceptable that their website is often not able to handle the simplest task, such as checking an existing company name," Mr Harris said. 

He said Mr Davies should declare a state of emergency at the CIPC and help commissioner Astrid Ludin turn it around by removing all the blockages; for instance, the 47 vacancies should be filled as soon as possible. 

The two-year road map for the turnaround of the commission should be accelerated, he said. 
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