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The Spirit of Ubuntu 
There is no English translation for “Ubuntu” but 
this African word embodies so much of what we 
seek in society today. In Xhosa and Zulu (two 
South African languages) Ubuntu means "people 
are people through other people." It is the spirit of 
openness, unity, compassion and expresses itself 
in a desire to help others and include everyone. 
Nelson Mandela illustrates this: “A traveller 
through a country would stop at a village and he 
didn't have to ask for food or for water. Once he 
stops, the people give him food and entertain him. 
Ubuntu does not mean people should not enrich 
themselves. So the question is: Are you going to 
do so in order to enable the community around 
you to improve?”. At ESM, we try to incorporate 
the Ubunto spirit in our activities – it’s tougher than 
you might think! 
 
ñI honor my commitment!ò 
When Mandisa Sinuka had plans to start a 
consulting business in 2001, she requested a loan 
of R 26,000. With the money she bought office 
equipment (PC, printer, etc) and the rest was 
working capital. Mandisa’s business did not take 
off as planned. She repaid R 4,000 and then there 
was silence! Year after year we met and Mandisa 
explained her efforts to make the business work. 
She was able to survive, pay the bond on her 
house and the installments for her car but there 
was never enough money to reduce the loan.  
 

  

Mandisa in 2001 …. and 10 years later 
 
Early this year a small miracle happened. Mandisa 
called and proposed to settle the loan but, due to 
accumulated interest the loan had grown from the 
original R 26’000 to over R 50’000. We agreed to 
write off 85% of the interest and a few days later 
the money was paid.  
 
A Dream Comes True 
Themba Dumani, a trained locksmith, also re-
ceived a loan of R 27,000 in 2002 and it took him 
 

  
 
 
7 years to repay. He used the loan to buy 
equipment for his home-based locksmith business 
and a car.  Already then, Themba was dreaming of 
a real shop in a retail area but he had to overcome 
many challenges: the machine he bought with the 
loan got stolen and a little bit later his car was 
involved in an accident. As often happens, the faulty 
driver had no insurance – thus, for over two years, 
Themba was without transport. In late 2009, 
Themba was given an opportunity to buy a 
locksmith business at a very reasonable price as 
the previous owner wanted to emigrate to Australia. 
Themba made a deposit of R 10,000 and was 
promised a loan from a Government agency. He 
also contacted local banks but after 4 months, the 
seller got impatient and Themba still had not 
secured the missing R 35,000. He then contacted 
ESM again and within 48 hours the deal was done. 
18 months later, Themba had repaid the loan in full. 
 

 
Themba Dumani (left) shaking hands over the deal 

with seller Randall Swartz 

 
Themba is approaching 60 and married to Carole. 
Together they have four children. Themba and 
Carole made sure their children finish school and 
today all four have a job. One son, together with 
Carole, is working with Themba in the new shop. 
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When things donôt go as planned 
The 2007 ESM Update featured a story about 
Moses Mazibuko. With his R 25,000 loan Moses 

bought a van and after a lot of is-
sues, the police confiscated the 
van, alledging that the engine of 
the van was stolen! There were 
three possibilities: 
a) Moses was not telling the truth 
b) The seller tricked us 
c) The police are crooks 
 
Moses Mazibuko       
 

We believed Moses and it took two years to inves-
tigate the matter. After calling upon the Police 
Complaints Commission, Moses finally got first the 
van back and a few months later the engine too - 
can you imagine? He then sold the van and instead 
of repaying ESM, decided to add two rooms to his 
house. These rooms generate a monthly income of 
R 1,200 for Moses and he is now making repay-
ments – this year already R 7,000 and he promised 
to settle the balance. Moses has landed a job as a 
driver at a 5-star hotel and since the van story 
started, he married Noma and together they have 
two children – the youngest just two months old.  
 
Securing Land 
Originally, in 2008, Martin Martini, a Zimbabwean 
economic refugee in South Africa, received a loan 
of R 23,500 to buy a house for his family in a 
township near Cape Town. However, the deal did 
not go through and instead of returning the money 
to ESM he bought a bakkie (small transport car). 
Martin is working in a fruit packaging facility and 
this employment is very seasonal – therefore 
many weeks in the year his hands are not required 
and there is no salary. He thought that with the 
 

 
Martin with his wife Odleen and their youngest child. 

 

bakkie he could generate some additional income, 
transporting goods for friends and neighbors. For 
the first year he repaid not a cent, and due to inter-

est the outstanding amount grew. Then monthly in-
stallments of R 200 started to come in and he was 
able to reduce the loan to R 19,218 by May 2011. 
That is when he approached us for a new loan! Ten 
years ago, together with his wife, Martin has bought 
a piece of land from the government in Zimbabwe 
with the objective to build a family home on the 
property. However, the situation in Zimbabwe under 
Robert Mugage became unbearable and the Martini 
family decided to move to South Africa with the idea 
of returning to their homeland, once things get bet-
ter. But Zimbabwean law states: if you don’t con-
struct a building on your ex-government property 
within 10 years, you lose the land rights! Martin’s 10 
years were expiring in July 2011 and there was only 
grass on their plot. He has been able to save R 
4,000 and was looking for another R 4,000 which 
would allow him to build a small structure on the 
property to secure his ownership. We agreed and 
Martin’s wife Odleen Melody Mutambanuki (what a 
name!) travelled to Zimbabwe and supervised the 
construction process. In July, Martin reported that 
everything was fine.  
 
Export Financing 
Bishop Tarambawame and Willard Musarurwa 
are both in the wire craft industry. Each has his own 
company and they have teamed-up for a large       
R 200,000 (€ 17,500) export order from a USA re-
tailer. Willard is an existing ESM client but struggles 
to repay his loan of R 30,000. Despite this problem, 
he invited us for a meeting with Bishop because 
they could not work on their new order due to lack 
of working capital to buy the raw material. Do we 
assist or not? After more meetings we agreed to 
bridging finance of R 70,000, allowing Bishop and 
Willard to produce and ship the order in time. In this 
transaction Bishop was the lead partner and he as- 

 
Bishop and Willard ï two wire craft entrepreneurs 

sured us that the loan would be repaid in time – and 
he did! Willard also reduced his outstanding loan by 
R 5,000. Three months later, Bishop landed a new 
export order from the same company, this time for 
the amount of R 300,000. Again he approached 
ESM for a loan. We had difficulty to believe that 
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there are no other resources available to him but 
he convinced us that without our support he would 
have to refuse the order. The terms of the USA 
client are so much in favor of the buyer (e.g. no 
deposit!) that other companies in Cape Town have 
already declined to accept the order. However, 
based on the experience of the first order, Bishop 
knew he could make a nice profit if he could find 
financing. We agreed to provide a second loan of 
R 50,000 since he had demonstrated his business 
skills by repaying the first loan as agreed. In addi-
tion, the fact that the Cape Craft and Design Insti-
tute was supporting Bishop with technical, design 
and marketing support gave us comfort.  
 

 
Willardôs beaded 

tables 

 
Bishopsô beaded Elephant trophy 

 
ñI wonôt let them get me down!ò 
Nolubabalo Madubela is one of 72 woman entre-
preneurs in our special Women-Project. Early Feb-
ruary 2011 she received a loan of R 15,848  to buy 
kitchen equipment and stock for her take-out busi-
ness. Four months later, thieves broke into her 
shop and stole the valuables. However, Nolubaba-
lo sent a txt/sms message: “I am ok. I will survive. I 
wonôt let them get me downò and she already ma-
naged to pay back R 7,626  - despite the theft.  

 
Nolubabalo cooking a meal 

 
My Home is My Castle 
Nozuko Mgwebi, a 27 year old mother with a five 
year old daughter, lives in Hanover, a village near 
King Williams Town in the Eastern Cape. Nozuko 

earns a salary as an IT supervisor. She and her 
daughter were living in her mother’s house together 
with the grandmother, siblings and other family rela-
tives. Nozuko’s dream: a place of her own! She al-
ready had a plot of land but lacked the funds to 
build a house. As a first step, we proposed starting 
with a shack, which would cost about R 10,000. 
This would allow her to move in quickly and later, 
after having saved some money, she could erect a 
real house. Nozuko agreed and two months later 
her shack was ready. Family members and friends 
were a big help. The shack does not provide a lot of 
luxury. There is no electricity yet, it is only one 
room, and it gets very cold and sometimes wet. We 
might not want to live there but for Nozuko and her 
daughter it is HOME. Since they moved in, Nozuko 
has already repaid R 1,800.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
With help of friends and family 
 members the one-room shack 
was built in no time.  

 
Nozuko (right) with her daughter 
Lilitha ï happy to have a place of 
their own! 

 
 
It is not easy being an entrepreneur! 
A good start does not automatically lead to great 
results - Zingisa Bomvana is learning the chal-
lenges of becoming an entrepreneur the hard way. 
While enjoying a well paid job with the Stellenbosch 
Municipality, Zingisa decided that entrepreneurial 
life must be much more rewarding and full of oppor-
tunities – especially for a hard working, ambitious 
woman. So, two years ago she quit the secure job, 
cashed in her pension money and together with her 
savings started a construction company: Zukile 
Building Solution CC. First she rented office 
space, purchased office equipment and hired an 
administrative assistant – then she looked for con-
struction work. The other way round would have 
been better!  
The South African Government and its agencies try 
hard to open up the previously white dominated 
construction industry to new players, especially his-
torically disadvantaged individuals. Today, a com-
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prehensive tendering system provides even small 
entrepreneurs access to this lucrative market. 
However, most companies are underfinanced but 
so keen to be awarded a tender that they fail to 
properly calculate a project. As a result, many en-
trepreneurs run out of funds while performing a 
tender and subsequently go bankrupt. Zingisa had 
successfully completed a few tenders with her 
young company and had gained experience. 
Though, most of her projects resulted in a loss and 
thus, after two years she too had run out of mon-
ey. When we met, Zingisa had just won a tender 
worth R 40,000 for a project 300 km north of Cape 
Town. The first team of builders she had assigned 
to the job worked badly and she needed to redo 
the work. Not finishing a tender results in being 
barred from any future orders. Therefore, Zingisa 
was prepared to do anything to complete the job, 
despite generating another loss. We drove to the 
construction site and provided a loan of R 20,000. 
It was agreed with Zingisa that she would repay 
the loan immediately after receiving the money 
from the government. When this happened two 
months later – the money did not come. Without 
telling us, Zingisa invested the funds in a new ten-
der. As you can imagine, we were not pleased. 

Our disappointment 
stemmed from the fact that 
Zingisa had excellent pre-
requisites to be successful 
as she was a qualified 
quantity surveyor. Zingisa is 
married and mother of two 
children. The failure of her 
construction company (so 
far!) weights heavy on her 
shoulders and she is se-
riously looking into getting a 
job again.  

Zingisa Bomvana 

 
A Nigerian in South Africa 
In Nigeria, Austin Ewah had a good job as a driv-
er of large Coca Cola trucks. In 2002, when the 
situation in his region worsened, he decided to 
leave the country and try his luck in South Africa. 
His wife and child joined him in 2003. We knew 
him for a couple of years already, when, during the 
2008 xenophobic attacks, the mob burnt down his 
small exhaust repair business. As he and his fami-
ly were left with nothing, ESM provided a loan of    
R 20,000 to start a “Refrigeration & Electrical Re-
pairs and Sales” business. Subsequently we had 
to increase the loan but despite this, Austin’s busi-
ness made no money. He was barely able to sup-
port his wife and the (in the meantime) three child-
ren. The largest monthly expenses are the R 800 
school fees and R 1,500 for food and transport. 
This November, Austin, whom we consider a very 
honest man, told us that he does not see how he 

ever can escape the economic downturn. He sug-
gested that if he could get a South African truck 
 

 
Austin in front of his business which he had to give up! 

 
driver license, he should be able to secure a job as 
truck driver, with a salary between R 7,500 and      
R 10,500. With such a job he could look after his 
family and make an effort to repay his loan with 
ESM. In order to make the truck license he would 
need another loan of R 3,000. After deliberation we 
decided to invest the money – the alternative would 
have been to write off the whole outstanding 
amount of R 52,420. 
 
In summary ééé 
During the last 12 months, ESM provided 30 new 
loans totaling R 552,292. Collectively, over 200 
clients repaid R 634,438. About 10% of the ESM 
clients are foreign nationals (from Zimbabwe, Mo-
zambique, Angola, Ghana, Somalia and Kenya). 
 
Sincerely,  

 
 

Eric Meier-Ruegg 

Founder/CEO 
 
PS: Tim Jackson, Professor at the University of 
Surrey in the UK, refers to Ubuntu as a philosophy 
necessary to create a future that is economically 
and environmentally sustainable. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tim_Jackson

