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At a recent company function I made the observation that, in 
order to look forward, it is very important to pause, and look 
back. This is not to say that we can drive looking in the rear 

view mirror – on the contrary. But we need to remember the road 
we have travelled. Lessons learned on that road are indispensable. 
Interestingly, as I watch specific political issues evolve in our country 
right now, I realise how easy it is to forget the past. Even to forget the 
role played by some really remarkable people – as if their contribution 
was of no consequence; and in particular to observe how those who 
have no memory of the past discount it as if it has no bearing on the 
future. That view is misplaced.

A number of remarkable people shared their views with me in 
the preparation of this article, and I am deeply indebted to them for 
the care and interest they put into this endeavour. I have listed all of 
them in the acknowledgements. Some, I might just add, have been 
supporters of this magazine since its inception.

So let’s look back

What is exceptionally heartening is the pride with which everyone 
sees the political transformation that this country has undergone over 
this period of time. This change has empowered us, it has made us a 
shining light in a dark world, and it has brought tears to many eyes.

However, there is also a concern that leadership capabilities, 
vision and strategy seem to have fallen from the dizzy heights of the 
1990s and that this is impacting on the country in a variety of ways. 
Levels of national debate are poor and in some cases so appallingly 
ill informed that many have stopped bothering to criticise.

Over the past 25 years we have seen the advent of the digital 
and ICT era, the massive loss of skills in our industry, and energy 

moving squarely into our focus – as part of the process, and as a 
factor having massive impact on the bottom line. Almost all sectors 
are speaking of convergence of technologies, of intelligent systems, 
and of instruments that are self diagnosing and smart.

We have moved from the era of analogue to digital; and from the 
era of cheap electrical energy to energy that is comparable in cost to 
other parts of the world. 

A quarter of a century ago we were looking to use more electricity 
as our supply far exceeded our consumption. In fact, back then, some 
stern comments were being made in this regard, with suggestions 
that we had overestimated the economic growth and had therefore 
invested far too heavily in power plant. We were entering the period 
during which power stations were mothballed (although it seems that 
in some cases they may simply have been turned off)!

Nevertheless, in 1987, Eskom introduced the Energy Efficient 
Design Awards specifically to encourage thought regarding the ef-
fective use of electrical energy. Simultaneously, there was no doubt 
that a sub plot (and a good one) was to use more electrical energy, 
but to use it more efficiently.

Somewhere we lost the plot!
In 1986 I got my personal email address and completed a course on 
distributed computer-based control systems – a concept that almost 
literally drove one of my mentors in industry to the verge of a nerv-
ous breakdown. 

In the early 1990s legacy mimic panels were being displaced by 
SCADA – which became the hottest thing in town, and local develop-
ment was significant with transputers being hailed as the next best 
thing in process control. Many articles began to make dramatic sug-
gestions like: ‘You can use a PC in an industrial environment’… And 
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although the PLC had been in the process of replacing legacy relay 
logic systems for about ten years when the first edition of Electricity 
SA hit the street, the PLC/DCS debate raged on. And on.

More folk verged on breakdowns!
Plant maintenance was introduced as a feature almost as the 

magazine morphed from Electricity SA to Electricity+Control. I was 
amused to read a comment I wrote in 1991 suggesting that we were 
not necessarily maintaining our electricity supply systems (at all 
levels), likening the possible outcome to the Great northern blackout 
of 1965 in the United States of America. 

Along with many of our authors this was not based on an ability 
to foresee the future – it was based on evidence that was there for 
all to see. The challenge was to deal with it. My friends in industry 
who contributed to this article cited, without exception, the increase 
in intelligence resident in almost every part of the plant – linked 
strongly to an inherent ability to diagnose and alert, removing the 
need for skilled plant personnel.

This aspect, in itself, stimulated significant response. It is there-
fore pertinent to trace some broader history.

The 1980s saw South Africa on the verge of crisis on many oc-
casions. We lived in a time of ‘States of Emergency’, and everyone 
seemed to look at others with distrust. We also lived in a time when 
our ingenuity was stretched; we were self-sufficient in many areas, 
and indeed in some ways we were literally world class. We got on 
with the job and made it happen. But we were a troubled nation – 
aware that we were on the wrong track. Demonstrations were often 
violent, and some people (many of whom were class mates of mine 
at University) chose to make their futures elsewhere. I am in contact, 
to this day, with many of those folk.

The loss of this capacity to the country is a tragedy, and frankly 
unforgivable!

As the 1990s started, there were glimmers of hope, a view that 
we may have the courage to plot a better path - and we did. I was 
unable to vote in this wonderful country’s first democratic election 
as I was at the Hannover Fair in Germany. I felt poorer for that (I 
might add that, at the last minute, arrangements for folk out of the 

country to vote fell away). But as the increase in intelligence within 
plant has grown, so we have seen a massive reduction in on-site 
skills and competencies. This is a deep concern and has been noted 
as a challenge for the future.

We apparently cannot escape the fact that we are attracting 
fewer and fewer youngsters into the trades. I recall an observation 
I made in a public lecture a few years ago, noting that the number 
of apprentice artisans in South Africa had dropped by a factor of 
ten over the period 1976 to 2006 – hardly something to celebrate.  It 
is not possible, therefore, when reviewing the past 25 years not to 
acknowledge that the SETAs have, generally, been a complete failure. 

Still more disturbing has been the view expressed that, in certain 
cases, skilled artisans who have been produced are not particularly 
skilled and that the really competent folk have whittled away to 
almost nothing. 

How could we have let this happen? This is a tragedy that will 
haunt us for decades to come.

At the other end of the spectrum, it seems we are graduating 
about as many engineers per year now as we were in the mid 1980s. 
This is equally disturbing. More disturbing, too, is the trend I have 
seen develop where we have been, as we were in the 1980s, losing 
skills to foreign shores.

With the normalisation of our society has come the fact that our 
industrial skills are marketable internationally, and indeed sought 
after. So too we have seen a number of other countries become major 
players in our local market – a welcome development, but one that 
has without doubt seen the downscaling of many segments of our 
local manufacturing industry.

Possibly, too, this has had an impact on our freedom to issue 
visas to visitors – but that debate we leave for another occasion!

An interesting view that I picked up was that there seems to be 
less fun out there. Everything is formal, and bits of paper making 
claims of competence seem to have replaced real competence. Sad! 
But in many cases - true. Many of the characters of our industry are 
no longer there to entertain and educate; many of the informal so-
cial events seem to have fallen away, leaving a sterile environment 
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that is less likely to inspire and attract. In 1986 the ‘little guy’ played 
a major role. Some of the smartest ideas that found their way into 
our industry were thought out and perfected in garages and labs; 
major companies found that these little guys brought with them 
remarkable ideas, abilities and a vision that enabled production to 
be optimised and really clever strategies to be deployed. Systems 
Integrators did not exist, and folk who were able to break into existing 
technologies, interface these to PCs and add enormous value were 
seen as the heroes.

Today, the little guy hardly exists. The procurement division 
would probably find the paperwork they would be able to supply 
in order to be ‘put onto the system’ inadequate to even trust them 
with a part of a project. This trend seems also to have affected the 
consulting arm of our profession. Industry seems more comfortable 
to work at the corporate-to-corporate level. This is not necessarily a 
bad thing, but there is little doubt that not all the good ideas flow out 
of larger organisations.

Yet the corporatisation of our industry has seen rules change and 
levels of comfort with risk change. All well and good, but we may be 
turning into a land of 'sissies' advised by management consultants, 
hanging onto every word of an accountant and fearing the wrath of 
a lawyer.

Looking back has been fun. What has been particularly interest-
ing to me has been the willingness of many of our readers to share 
insights. I have been humbled by this input and impressed by its 
sincerity.

In the rest of this special edition you will find a number of articles 
written by folk who share their personal perspectives of the past quar-
ter of a century with us. I am fascinated by many of the observations, 
and sense poignancy in many.

Conclusion

In closing this overview, what is the best way to summarise? Well, this 
country has made massive steps forward; our industry has achieved 
a lot to be proud of and in many areas we are without question world 
class. Education has not progressed, and this is one area that is ham-
pering our ability to genuinely compete. This is unforgivable, in my 
opinion. Nevertheless, at the top end, we are world beaters. Let us 
commit ourselves, for the next 25 years, to bringing everything up to 
the level of the best, rather than following the path of least resistance 
and dragging everything down to the lowest common denominator. 
This nation deserves nothing but the best. What remains sure, how-
ever, is that we remain world class in most aspects of our industry. 
Our engineering qualifications are without doubt world class and in 
some cases best of breed.

Here’s to the next 25!
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