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Life’s journey
Gloria Memela’s thriving furniture
business grew out of an industry
associated with grim scenes and
sadness. The 50-year-old single
mother of three won this year’s
department of trade & industry
Technology for Women in Business
award for her company Bulwer Trading,
which runs a bottle store, woodwork
factory and funeral parlour. After going
through a divorce in 1993 she earned
her teacher’s diploma from Apples-
bosch Training College in 1996 and
worked as a teacher for two years
before striking out on her own. In 1998
she opened a township bottle store
and two years later she opened the
Nkwezela Funeral Parlour in Nkwezela
location near Donnybrook, KwaZulu

Natal. As part of the service, the
parlour provided caskets, but the
buying and transporting soon proved
to be too expensive. “We used to
import the caskets from Pieter-
maritzburg but that was eating into
our profits,” she says. “We bought
them at R3 000 each but realised that
by making our own we would only
spend about R900 for the same
q u a l i ty. ” In 2005, Bulwer started doing
that and was soon making other wood
products such as cabinets, headboards
and built-in kitchens. The group’s
turnover is now around R300 0 0 0/
month, with a staff of five people. “We
are growing well,” Memela says, “but
the thing that is now killing us is
electricity. Before the electricity price
hikes, we paid about R3 000/month for
power. Now we are paying around
R20 000. We are now considering
installing a solar power system.”

Zweli Mokgata

WORKPLACE ETHICS

Know your status
Workplace ethics, though hardly e ver
spoken of, can have a huge impact on
companies. Recent ethical scandals, such
as the illegal trafficking in organs, which
tainted Netcare, or Pioneer’s price fixing
(which cost the company R1,05bn), il-
lustrate just how much ethical failure can
affect a company’s bottom line and, more
importantly, its reputation.

But a moral philosophy of ethics is
difficult to put in place in corporations.
Also, until recently, corporations have
lacked a tool to be able to practically
approach workplace ethics.

The Ethics Monitor, designed by Cyn-
thia Schoeman, was developed to tackle
just this. Schoeman, who has lectured on
and researched the subject for over a
decade and is the former HR director at
engineering firm TWP Projects, says the
importance of workplace ethics is that
the cost of ethical failure is high. But if
you get ethics right, the benefit is huge.

The five-minute Web-based survey is a

tool for organisations (companies to gov-
ernment departments) to get to know
their ethical status. The monitor measures
incidents of unethical behaviour and the
relative strengths of the factors that re-
duce and improve ethical behaviour. All
stakeholders, from employees to clients,
would take part. The idea is that targeted
and relevant action can then be taken.

Having recently completed its pilot
projects, the monitor is now going com-
mercial. Schoeman will start with the
distressed construction industry.

The upside to monitoring and man-
aging ethics is long-term competitive ad-
vantage: ethical scandals erode trust and
the share price. “Ethics is the new fault
line for leaders,” says Schoeman. “It ’s
unlike any other workplace challenge as
failure cannot be corrected by simply
cutting costs in the next quarter.”

The next generation is one of re-
sponsible investors and consumers. JSE
socially responsible investment index

head Corli le Roux says ethics is critical,
though not yet given the attention it
should be given. “King 3 encapsulates
[ethics] very well; if you dig behind a lot
of the scandals we see, it’s an ethical
issue that often lies behind it,” says Le
Roux. “We often confuse corporate gov-
ernance with ethics, when the real issue
is one of ethics.” Lise Pretorius
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