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Executive summary

The policy environment may be perceived to constrain economic growth and job creation 
in South Africa. To provide evidence on the policy barriers perceived to inhibit business 
investment in South Africa, the Policy Innovation Lab at Stellenbosch University has 
partnered with the Policy Research Services (PRS) in the Presidency to develop the 
Identifying Barriers to Investment Tool (iBIT).

iBIT was piloted in the fourth quarter of 2025 in the Western Cape through a collaboration with Wesgro. 
The iBIT WhatsApp number was made available to members of Wesgro’s business network and 
gathering 64 interactions from 35 unique respondents, with a significant sub-set providing long-form 
qualitative accounts exceeding 1,000 characters. Respondents provided granular, actionable input on 
specific policy barriers, the amounts of capital withheld and concrete reform proposals. A privacy audit 
confirmed full compliance with the Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA).

The most frequently cited barriers were B-BBEE policy (52% of respondents), transport and port infrastructure 
failures primarily associated with Transnet (32%), tax burden and fiscal policy (28%) and access to finance 
and development funding (23%). Reported investment withheld ranged from R200,000 to R1 billion per 
respondent, with one outlier at USD $247 million (R4.7 billion).

While not a representative sample with generalisable findings, the pilot provided the basis for developing a 
national rollout plan for iBIT. This policy brief presents the pilot’s key findings, thematic analysis, respondent-
proposed solutions and recommendations for a national rollout. 

https://policyinnovationlab.sun.ac.za/
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1.Policy barriers as a constraint to investment

In order to accelerate economic growth and job creation, the South African government has 
embarked on a drive to stimulate investment by creating a more enabling regulatory environment. 
A cumbersome regulatory environment is a significant constraint to investment, competitiveness 
and economic growth since it complicates the day-to-day operations of a business. 

In this context the South Africa Country Investment Strategy (CIS) articulates a central challenge: “All too 
often policy is written and implemented without considering the perspective of the end user”. This is why 
reducing policy uncertainty and streamlining regulation are crucial steps in catalysing investment and 
economic growth, which is why the CIS recommends the leveraging of policy and regulatory changes to 
improve the investment and business environment, while simultaneously improving the government’s 
capacity to collect investor intelligence. 

Relatedly Operation Vulindlela was established in 2020 as a joint initiative of The Presidency and National 
Treasury, to accelerate the implementation of structural reforms and modernisation in network industries 
such as energy, transport, water, and digital communications. The implementation of the Operation Vulindlela 
reforms is monitored and supported by identifying priorities based on potential for impact, tracking the 
progress thereof, investigating and intervening when problems arise, and providing high-quality information 
to political principals to support evidence-based decision-making. In order to provide evidence, data needs 
to be collected and analysed. The Policy and Research Services (PRS) Branch in The Presidency plays an 
important role by providing the necessary technical and research support. Furthermore, the development of 
a digital data collection tool for investment policy analysis and advice is a priority for PRS.

https://policyinnovationlab.sun.ac.za/
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2.A new approach to gathering business views

The Identifying Barriers to Investment Tool (iBIT) was developed to allow businesses to 
provide feedback on which policy mechanisms hinder investment, process and analyse this 
information, and prepare data as basis for evidence-based policy reform.  

iBIT uses artificial intelligence to power a WhatsApp chatbot which facilitates a discussion with a 
respondent about the policy barriers to investment that they experience. There are multiple dimensions 
behind this approach: reach economic actors that are often not reached by traditional surveys, acquire rich 
conversational data that goes beyond the confined structure of a traditional survey, and ultimately provide 
input to evidence-based policymaking in South Africa. 

A conversation with iBIT is initiated by the business representative, after the iBIT WhatsApp number has 
been made available. The initiative to take part in the data collection therefore lies with the business 
representative. After initiating the conversation, the business representative is provided with the iBIT terms 
and conditions and provided with the option to continue or to opt out. A participant can also opt out at any 
time during the conversation, and their data will be deleted. Next, the chatbot asks the participant to name 
the specific policy or regulation that hinders investment, the amount of capital withheld due to the policy 
or regulatory hindrance, a description of the investment withheld, and suggestions on how the policy might 
be improved. After completing the conversation, iBIT request the participant to provide the business size, 
location (municipality level), sector, and whether the participant is local or international. This is done in a 
structured way with dropdown options within WhatsApp.

Personal data, such as mobile numbers and business names, are not requested by iBIT. However, the 
collected data is run through a de-identification process to remove personal identifiers that might have been 
shared inadvertently. For the duration of the conversation, data is stored in a short-term dataset, which is 
deleted after the conversation has been concluded. The de-identified data for analysis is stored in a long-
term dataset on a secure server, located in South Africa. Anonymity of respondents and adherence to the 
POPIA act is thus enabled. 

The iBIT backend is hosted on Render, a cloud platform that manages the web service, primary database, and 
scheduled background tasks. The codebase is maintained in a GitHub repository and connected to Render 
such that any update pushed to the main branch is automatically deployed - ensuring that changes to the 
survey logic or bot behaviour are reflected in production without manual intervention.

Once the dataset is de-identified, it is analysed to generate policy-relevant insights. The analysis draws 
on Natural Language Processing (NLP) and the AI-powered analytical tool, Claude, to move from raw 
conversational data to structured, actionable intelligence.

https://policyinnovationlab.sun.ac.za/
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3.Testing the approach: the Western Cape pilot

Wesgro, the official trade and investment promotion agency for Cape Town and the Western 
Cape, served as the distribution partner for the pilot. The iBIT WhatsApp number was shared 
through Wesgro’s business network, providing an accessible respondent base without 
requiring iBIT to manage its own outreach. Although the distribution channel was Western 
Cape-based, responses were received from businesses across multiple South African provinces 
and from international participants.

The pilot was designed to test whether businesses would engage voluntarily with an AI-powered chatbot 
to describe their investment barriers; whether the resulting conversational data could be processed into 
structured, policy-relevant intelligence; and whether the de-identification and data handling procedures met 
the requirements of POPIA. The pilot was not designed to produce a representative or generalisable sample, 
but to validate the technical architecture and data collection approach before a national rollout.

METRIC COUNT PERCENTAGE

Total responses 64 100%

Complete (with sector, size and origin data) 26 41.0%

Incomplete (no demographic data) 38 59.0%

Substantive barrier content (>1,000 characters) 39 61.0%

Minimal engagement (<200 characters) 5 7.8%

Table 1: Overview of dataset

The 41% full completion rate is a challenge for the tool’s ambition to collect structured, cross-tabulable 
data. owever, 61% of all responses contained more than 1,000 characters of discussion relating to 
substantive barriers to investment, regardless of whether the respondent completed the demographic 
fields. This suggests that the core purpose of iBIT is being achieved even in incomplete conversations.

Respondents appear willing to describe their experiences but disengage before or during the structured data 
fields. Demographic questions are collected later in the conversation flow, after the barrier discussion has 
already taken place, which might be the reason respondents leave.

A privacy audit of the pilot dataset found that the de-identification of the data yielded robust results. All 64 user 
IDs have been properly hashed and cannot be reversed to reveal original phone numbers. The dates of responses 
are aggregated to week level to fall on a Monday and no exact coordinates or low-level geographical identifiers 
are found in the dataset and no personal names are found in the dataset. Two instances exist where names were 
shared by respondents and these were successfully removed by the de-identification process. Furthermore, no 
phone numbers, email addresses, ID numbers or company names were identified within the dataset. Based on 
these results, the pilot phase has demonstrated a high level of privacy protection.

https://policyinnovationlab.sun.ac.za/
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Sector breakdown

Among the 26 respondents with complete demographic data, manufacturing is the most represented sector 
(42%), followed by agriculture, forestry and fishing (23%) and construction (19%). See Table 2.

SECTOR COUNT SHARE

Manufacturing 11 42%

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 6 23%

Construction 5 19%

Finance, real estate and business services 1 4%

Mining and quarrying 1 4%

Tourism 1 4%

Transport, storage and communication 1 4%

Table 2: Sector breakdown

Size and origin of business

Large businesses (turnover above R50 million) and micro enterprises (turnover R0 to R10 million) dominate, 
with relatively few small businesses (R10 to R50 million).

BUSINESS SIZE TURNOVER RANGE COUNT SHARE

Large Above R50 million 12 46%

Micro R0 to R10 million 9 35%

Small R10 million to R50 million 4 15%

Startup Pre-revenue / early stage 1 4%

Table 3: Size distribution of businesses

Most respondents represent South African companies. The United Kingdom, Afghanistan, Argentina and 
Bangladesh also show up in the dataset. It is a legitimate question whether Afghanistan, Argentina and 
Bangladesh are indeed home to the respondents, as these countries appear first on the dropdown list 
(A, A, B...) and could have been selected accidentally by respondents.

https://policyinnovationlab.sun.ac.za/
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Reported policy barriers

This section presents the policy and regulatory barriers identified across all 64 conversations, 
including incomplete responses.  

The analysis draws on keyword pattern-matching using Anthropic’s Claude to classify responses into 
thematic categories. Because the dataset is not a representative sample, the figures below reflect 
the distribution of concerns within the respondent group rather than the broader business population. 
Percentages refer to the share of respondents who raised a given theme, not the frequency of mentions 
within individual conversations. The thematic rankings should be read as signals of policy concern rather 
than statistically generalisable findings. Nonetheless, the consistency with which certain barriers recur across 
respondents of different sizes, sectors and geographies gives the findings analytical weight.

RANK THEME MENTIONS % OF RESPONSES

1 B-BBEE / BEE policy 33 52%

2 Transport & port infrastructure (Transnet) 21 33%

3 Tax burden & fiscal policy 18 28%

4 Access to finance & development funding 15 23%

5 Energy supply (Eskom / load shedding legacy) 13 20%

6 Labour laws & employment regulation 13 20%

7 Municipal regulations & red tape 12 19%

8 Import/export & trade policy 10 16%

9 Tender & procurement processes 8 13%

10 Regulatory uncertainty & inconsistency 7 11%

11 Crime & safety 5 8%

12 Environmental regulation 4 6%

13 Immigration & visa policy 3 5%

14 Corruption 2 3%

15 Local content enforcement gaps 2 3%

16 Exchange controls (SARB) 1 2%

Table 4: Themes of policy barriers to investment, as reported by respondents

4.

https://policyinnovationlab.sun.ac.za/
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1. B-BBEE policy (33 mentions, 52%)

Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment was the most frequently cited barrier, appearing 
in more than half of all conversations. The prevalence of this theme constitutes the most robust 
signal in the dataset. 

A respondent that deals in medical technologies described how hospital tender processes prioritise 
B-BBEE status and the presence of provincial offices over product value, clinical impact or cost-
effectiveness. This introduces unnecessary intermediaries, increases costs and creates barriers for 
smaller or locally manufactured solutions, ultimately placing an avoidable burden on the health 
system. A manufacturing startup described a related dynamic in public-private partnerships, arguing 
that procurement monopoly practices, where a small number of Historically Disadvantaged Individuals 
accumulate a disproportionate share of government contracts through connections, undermine 
the broad-based intent of the policy while concentrating wealth. Treasury oversight of procurement 
concentration patterns was proposed as a remedy.

A transport and software sector respondent based in the United Kingdom described B-BBEE as a 
performance and rational decision-making tax that hampers productive execution and clouds decision 
making and reported withholding R200 million in software investment. A large foreign construction 
firm reported withholding R1 billion in investment specifically because B-BBEE unpredictability 
makes the environment unforeseeable for long-term capital commitments. A battery manufacturer 
described a related challenge: local content and empowerment requirements in renewable energy 
procurement (REIPPPP) contain loopholes that allow imported products to circumvent local content 
rules, undermining the intended industrial policy outcomes.

Respondent positions ranged from incremental reform to abolition. Several called for the policy to 
be removed entirely; others proposed specific structural changes. The most analytically interesting 
position argued that B-BBEE is more like a slogan because it does not appear to benefit its 
intended beneficiaries. 

2. Transport and port infrastructure (21 mentions, 33%)

Port and logistics inefficiency, primarily associated with Transnet, was the second most prominent 
theme. Unlike B-BBEE, which operates primarily as a regulatory constraint, the transport theme 
manifests as an operational failure with direct, quantifiable economic consequences. The theme was 
particularly acute among agricultural exporters dealing in perishable or time-sensitive goods.

A citrus exporter described a specific operational failure: oranges must reach ships within 48 hours 
under a regulatory cold-chain specification, but ports consistently fail to meet this window, causing 
spoilage and loss of competitive advantage. 

Multiple respondents identified Transnet’s monopoly status as the structural root cause of port 
inefficiency. A mining respondent listed port delays alongside load shedding as infrastructure 
failures that increase costs. Separately, a large manufacturer called for breaking up Eskom’s 
energy supply monopoly to introduce competitive, customer-centric provision. The criticisms 
of both Transnet and Eskom reflect a broader concern with the performance of state-owned 
monopolies in network industries. 

https://policyinnovationlab.sun.ac.za/
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3. Tax burden and fiscal policy (18 mentions, 28%)

Tax-related barriers emerged as the third most prominent theme, with respondents identifying both 
structural design flaws and administrative complexity. Two distinct sub-themes are particularly notable: 
the VAT registration threshold and a lack of sufficient investment incentives.

Multiple micro-enterprise respondents independently identified the VAT registration threshold, which 
has remained at R1,000,000 since 2009 without inflation adjustment, as a concrete competitive 
barrier. As small manufacturers just above the threshold, they are forced into the VAT system and 
rendered uncompetitive against businesses just below it. 

A large construction firm investing R100 million proposed enhanced tax incentives tied to fixed capital 
investment and employment: lower tax brackets for high-capital investors and a jobs-linked deduction 
structure. A KwaZulu-Natal manufacturer reported R50 million withheld and cited the absence of tax 
exemptions for startups alongside unfavourable tariff structures.

4. Access to finance and development funding (15 mentions, 23%)

Access to finance was the fourth most cited theme, with particularly rich qualitative content from 
respondents in tourism, agriculture and construction. A large tourism operator described fundamental 
misalignment between the financial sector and tourism, stating that lenders charge high interest to 
mitigate risk without understanding the sector’s specific cash flow dynamics. This respondent reported 
over R500 million in investment opportunities that could not proceed due to financing constraints.

A botanical resources micro-enterprise identified a structural gap in government development finance: 
while funding is available for production facilities, there is little support for market development. This 
forced the business to redirect 60% of its sourcing outside South Africa, where regulatory environments 
are less onerous and government support more forthcoming. A construction micro-enterprise 
described funding programmes as inaccessible due to complex eligibility criteria, long response times 
and a mismatch between available funding products and the cash-flow needs of construction SMEs. 
An agricultural respondent described waiting over a year for a response to a development finance 
application without receiving even an acknowledgement letter.

5. Energy supply (13 mentions, 20%)

Energy supply was cited by 13 respondents, with complaints focusing on both reliability and the 
monopoly structure of electricity provision. A large Western Cape manufacturer reported R5 million 
in delayed machinery investment because Eskom’s grid upgrade process can take over a year and 
involves substantial cost, which the respondent described as ‘a fortune.’ The respondent called 
for competitive energy supply as a structural remedy. A mining respondent listed infrastructure 
reliability (load shedding and port delays) as a combined barrier that increases costs and reduces 
competitiveness.  

https://policyinnovationlab.sun.ac.za/
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6. Municipal regulations and red tape (12 mentions, 19%)

Municipal-level regulatory friction was described as slow, opaque and inconsistently applied. A mining 
respondent provided a particularly clear account: rules often differ between municipalities, and even 
officials within the same department give different interpretations, delaying permits, inspections and 
expansion plans. A construction micro-enterprise described how COIDA/CF registration, municipal 
approvals and occupational health requirements involve long turnaround times, fragmented 
communication across departments and unclear guidance, with annual returns and contractor 
registrations duplicated across CIPC, CIDB, COIDA, SARS, NHBRC and municipal planning platforms 
rather than being integrated into a single process. 

7. Labour laws and employment regulation (13 mentions, 20%)

Labour regulation was described as rigid and complex, particularly by SMMEs. One respondent 
submitted a long-form account describing South African labour laws as progressive but considered 
rigid and complex by many employers, citing the difficulty of dismissing workers even for misconduct, 
the costs of CCMA disputes and the deterrent effect of frequent industrial action on investment. A 
mining respondent described uneven enforcement as a key distortion: formal businesses face strict 
compliance monitoring while township businesses face no comparable scrutiny, creating an unlevel 
playing field where compliance becomes a competitive disadvantage.

Other notable themes

While only three respondents raised immigration, the qualitative depth is substantial. A foreign 
agricultural investor described South African immigration policy as making it almost impossible for 
entrepreneurs, investors and inventors to establish a business and also reside in the country. This 
respondent spent over R60,000 in visa fees and was required to travel out of the country three times 
due to processing delays, for a business expected to employ over 400 staff. A second respondent 
described similar challenges as a retired investor who had committed personal retirement funds to a 
green recycling business in the Western Cape but faced residency barriers despite active contributions 
to the economy.

A botanical resources respondent provided the most detailed regulatory account in the entire 
dataset. Over 20 years, this respondent has been unable to obtain a permit under the NEMBA BAPS 
bioprospecting permit system, describing themselves as technically trading illegally. Provincial 
licensing requires re-registration every two to three years, with no human support available. The 
respondent’s rural collaborators are constantly running into the problem of not being compliant, just 
because they don’t know and there’s no support.

One respondent described how overseas companies wanting to invest or acquire shares require 
Reserve Bank approval, noting that the overseas businesses are usually very surprised about that. 
The time required and iterative questioning process were described as capable of killing deals 
that would otherwise proceed without difficulty, given that South African equity is not expensive by 
global standards.

https://policyinnovationlab.sun.ac.za/
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Reported investment withheld

Table 5 provides amounts of investment withheld, as reported by respondents.

SECTOR / SIZE AMOUNT WITHHELD PRIMARY BARRIER

Construction / Large R1 billion B-BBEE unpredictability

Tourism / Large R500 million+ Finance sector reluctance

Manufacturing / Startup USD 247 million Procurement monopoly

Transport & software / Small R200 million B-BBEE compliance costs

Construction / Large R100 million Insufficient tax incentives

Manufacturing / Large R50 million B-BBEE, tariffs, tax

Manufacturing / Large R5 to 7 million Eskom connection delays

Manufacturing / Micro R500,000 VAT threshold

Table 5: Reported investment withheld due to policy and regulatory barriers

https://policyinnovationlab.sun.ac.za/


Using technology to identify barriers to business investment in South Africa www.policyinnovationlab.sun.ac.za 11

5.Reform proposals from respondents

A distinctive and valuable feature of the iBIT dataset is the frequency and specificity with which 
respondents proposed solutions to the barriers they identified. Rather than simply cataloguing 
grievances, many respondents articulated concrete reform proposals, sometimes with a level of 
technical detail that suggests deep familiarity with the relevant policy instruments. This section 
synthesises these proposals by thematic area.

Proposed reforms to B-BBEE

B-BBEE attracted the broadest range of proposed solutions in the dataset.

One respondent (transport and software sector, R200 million withheld) provided the most detailed and 
nuanced B-BBEE reform blueprint in the dataset. This respondent argued against abolition but proposed a 
fundamental redesign:

•	 Remove the primacy of forced equity ownership and elevate skills transfer, enterprise growth, job 
creation, export earnings and tax contribution as primary measures of empowerment, arguing that 
ownership fixation is the core design flaw.

•	 Make the scorecard stable for a minimum of 10 years at a time, noting that policy changes more 
frequently than investment cycles, creating structural uncertainty.

•	 Cap compliance costs as a percentage of revenue, preventing the compliance burden from being 
disproportionate for smaller firms.

•	 Create a simplified, three-category scorecard to reduce administrative complexity.

•	 Shift the verification regime from paper-based certification to outcome measurement. 
Track actual employment creation, skills transferred and enterprises developed rather than 
ownership percentages.

A manufacturing sector respondent (USD 247 million withheld) proposed that independent statutory bodies 
be established with legal authority to audit state procurement practices and identify procurement monopoly 
patterns where a single private entity is awarded a disproportionate share of contracts. The respondent 
further proposed that government officials be continuously vetted before evaluating transactions involving 
disposal of state assets.

Several respondents called for B-BBEE to be removed or fundamentally restructured, with some citing the 
policy’s failure to benefit its stated beneficiaries rather than opposition to economic transformation as such. 
A manufacturing respondent (R50 million withheld) proposed specifically scrapping B-BBEE requirements 
for access to development finance, arguing that tying finance access to empowerment status prevents 
qualifying businesses from scaling.

https://policyinnovationlab.sun.ac.za/
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Transport and port infrastructure

Respondents in this thematic area focused primarily on structural reform of Transnet’s market position.

•	 Break up the Transnet monopoly and introduce competitive port and logistics provision. The argument 
is that competitive market pressure is a more reliable mechanism for efficiency improvement than 
regulatory oversight of a monopoly.

Tax policy

Tax-related proposals were among the most specific in the dataset.

•	 Adjust the VAT registration threshold from R1,000,000 to reflect inflation since 2009, when the 
threshold was last set. Two respondents independently identified this as an actionable, immediate 
policy lever that would relieve competitive distortion for micro enterprises. Both specifically proposed 
adjusting the VAT registration threshold upward to account for inflation since 2009.

•	 Introduce lower tax brackets for investors making significant fixed capital investments in South Africa, 
with thresholds tied to investment quantum.

•	 Create a jobs-linked tax deduction, allowing companies to deduct a salary equivalent for every ten 
employees hired, to directly incentivise employment creation through the tax system.

•	 Provide tax exemptions for startups in their first five to ten years of operation, modelled on similar 
provisions in competitor investment destinations.

•	 Simplify and automate SARS tax return processes, including clearer guidance on applicable tax codes, 
to reduce the administrative burden on small businesses.

Access to finance

Respondents identified gaps in the architecture of development finance, particularly for sectors and stages of 
business development that current instruments do not reach.

•	 Require development finance institutions to respond to applications within defined timeframes (one 
respondent proposed a minimum of one to two weeks), with a mandatory written acknowledgement 
at the point of receipt. The current absence of acknowledgement processes leaves applicants in 
uncertainty for extended periods.

•	 Create dedicated financing instruments for market development as distinct from production capacity, 
recognising that many businesses can access production-side funding (IDC, DTI) but cannot access 
capital for building market access and distribution.

•	 Direct Development Finance Institutions to support local private sector firms in acquiring assets for 
investment in strategic industrial ventures including AI infrastructure and energy manufacturing.

•	 Improve accessibility of existing SME funding programmes by simplifying eligibility criteria, reducing 
turnaround times and developing products specifically designed for the cash-flow profiles of 
construction contractors.

https://policyinnovationlab.sun.ac.za/
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Environmental regulation

Respondents dealing with environmental regulatory burdens proposed reforms focused on proportionality 
and practical support rather than wholesale deregulation.

•	 Scrap 80 to 90% of the content of the NEMBA BABS bioprospecting permit system, retaining core 
conservation objectives while removing bureaucratic requirements that function as obstacles rather 
than safeguards. The respondent argued that conservation staff should be redeployed from desk-
based compliance processes into active field engagement with resource users.

•	 Introduce human support services and advisory capacity within environmental permit systems, 
recognising that rural resource users fail to comply not out of bad faith but because they don’t know 
and there’s no support.

•	 Address provincial re-registration cycles that require businesses to re-register every two to three 
years, imposing recurring costs and uncertainty without apparent conservation benefit.

Municipal and compliance processes

•	 Create a single, integrated digital compliance portal that consolidates requirements currently spread 
across CIPC, CIDB, COIDA, SARS, NHBRC and municipal planning platforms, eliminating document 
duplication and providing a unified application and tracking interface.

•	 Set and enforce maximum turnaround times for municipal compliance certificates and 
inspection processes.

•	 Standardise regulatory interpretation across municipalities and within departments to eliminate the 
inconsistency that currently delays permits, inspections and expansion plans.

•	 Reduce labour regulation rigidity, particularly for small and medium businesses, including simplifying 
the CCMA dispute process.

Immigration and visa policy

Three respondents raised immigration and visa policy as barriers to investment. One proposed a structured, 
risk-proportionate visa system: a one-year probationary business visa, followed by a progress review and 
possible six-month extension, with the visa expiring after 18 months if no progress has been demonstrated. 
A second proposed that retired investors contributing state pensions to the South African economy should 
be granted residency rights. A third reported withholding $5 million (~R90 million) because their partner 
would be unable to work legally as the dependent of a business visa holder.

•	 Issue initial business visas for a period of one year, with a progress report required at the end of the 
year linking visa renewal to demonstrated business activity.

•	 Grant a further six-month extension to businesses demonstrating credible progress, with visa expiry for 
those unable to demonstrate activity after 18 months.

•	 Allow investor-residents who have successfully established businesses to apply for indefinite 
residency, removing the cycle of renewal applications that currently disrupts business activity.

•	 Grant residency to retired investors who have committed personal capital to South African ventures 
and whose pension income exceeds the minimum wage, on the basis that they contribute to the 
economy through consumption, investment and pension inflows.

https://policyinnovationlab.sun.ac.za/
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Procurement and tender processes

•	 Include explicit requirements for locally produced products (specifically, locally manufactured battery 
energy storage systems) in municipal and government tenders, ensuring consistent domestic demand 
for South African manufacturers.

•	 Introduce protective tariffs on imported products that compete with locally manufactured 
equivalents, particularly in sectors where South Africa has an industrial policy interest in building 
domestic capacity.

•	 Enforce existing local content rules rather than creating new ones, closing loopholes that allow partial local 
assembly or flexible component classification to circumvent the intent of localisation requirements.

•	 Ensure fair and transparent procurement processes with clear criteria that prioritise value, quality and 
clinical or technical impact alongside empowerment considerations.

Cross-cutting themes 

Several cross-cutting themes emerge from the solution proposals that cut across specific policy areas.

Multiple respondents across different thematic areas emphasised that the problem is less the existence of 
regulation than its unpredictability, inconsistency and frequency of change. One respondent proposed a ten-
year stability commitment for the B-BBEE framework; others called for standardised municipal interpretation 
and consistent enforcement.

A recurring complaint across tax, labour and municipal regulation themes is that compliance systems are 
designed for large businesses but applied to micro and small enterprises without adjustment. 

A battery manufacturing respondent articulated a point that resonated across several conversations: the 
problem is often not the absence of a supportive policy but the failure to enforce existing frameworks. 
Local content rules exist but contain loopholes; incentive programmes exist but do not respond to 
applications; environmental regulations exist but offer no compliance support. A consistent theme in 
respondent proposals is that better implementation of existing instruments would often achieve more 
than new regulatory instruments.

Respondents dealing with municipal red tape and multi-agency compliance requirements consistently 
proposed digital integration (a single portal, single application, single submission) as the practical remedy. 
This is consistent with the direction of the Operation Vulindlela digital reform agenda and the Presidency’s 
Business Process Reform programme.

https://policyinnovationlab.sun.ac.za/
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6.Conclusion

The iBIT pilot has demonstrated that an AI-powered WhatsApp chatbot can serve as an effective 
instrument for collecting high-quality, structured data on investment barriers at scale, while 
preserving the privacy of respondents. Over the pilot period, 64 responses were gathered from 
business representatives across South Africa and internationally, spanning a range of sectors and 
company sizes. However, the number of responses received could be improved significantly.

The thematic analysis of pilot responses conducted using Claude, identified recurring patterns including 
regulatory uncertainty, weak enforcement of localisation requirements and grid infrastructure constraints 
as prominent barriers to investment. This analysis was completed rapidly and at low cost, highlighting 
the powerful complementarity of a WhatsApp chatbot that collects conversational data from a wide 
and geographically dispersed audience and an AI-powered analysis that turns raw data into structured, 
actionable policy intelligence.

As the dataset grows (with a possible national rollout), longitudinal analysis can enable policymakers to track 
how investor sentiment and specific barriers evolve in response to policy reforms.

The pilot has validated both the technical architecture and the policy relevance of the iBIT approach. With 
appropriate investment in outreach, stakeholder partnerships and ongoing platform development, iBIT has 
the potential to enable more responsive, data-driven policymaking in South Africa.

Use of AI

Large language models (LLMs) were used at two stages of this work. During analysis, Anthropic’s Claude was used to classify 
conversational responses into thematic categories through keyword pattern-matching, and to extract structured data on policy 
barriers, financial impacts and reform proposals from raw chatbot transcripts. During drafting, Claude was used to assist in 
structuring and editing sections of this policy brief. All analytical outputs were reviewed and verified by experts, and all editorial 
judgements remain their own. The use of AI in this project is consistent with its subject matter: iBIT itself is an AI-powered tool, and 
the application of LLMs to analyse the data it collects is central to the approach.
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