Mr President, Members of the Cabinet, distinguished guests and friends, 
the Congress of Business and Economics would like to thank you for accepting their invitation to attend this very special occasion to honour some of South Africa’s greatest sons and daughters.

In 1887, an Indian lawyer arrived on these shores and was, on his first journey, unceremoniously kicked off a train compartment reserved exclusively for white patrons. 
The incident had such a profound impact on the individual and ignited such a sharpened sense of justice that the person went on organize the entire Indian community at the time against racial discrimination in this country. 
He subsequently returned to his own country to take on the might of then British empire and lead his country to independence from colonial rule. 
The world acknowledged him as a Mahatma – a great soul - and the story of Gandhi is now recognized as an epitome of the highest of the human spirit. 
The awards we are to bestow this evening are in his name and 
we meet here today to pay tribute to these few South Africans who have made such an immense and immeasurable contribution to the establishment of freedom and democracy in this country.
Seated in the opulence and grandeur of these surroundings, it is hard to imagine that as little as 15 years ago, this country was in the grip of a brutal racist regime. Legitimate political organizations of our people were harassed, banned and operated from outside the country, 
our leadership were either in jail, in exile, under house arrest or banned.

A climate of fear and repression existed internally, and 
freedom seemed such an elusive dream.
But it was out of these conditions of adversity that true leadership was born and this country constantly gave birth to such men and women that waged a relentless struggle against the oppression and exploitation of the majority of this country’s people
And it is through their efforts and sacrifice that we sit here today as a proud people, 
a free people, 
and as a blessed people 

It is true that we have come a long way and we can be forgiven for believing that we have, as a nation arrived. In a short space of less than 10 years, our achievements have been profound. 
We have confounded our worst critics and all those prophets of doom who have pronounced on the inability of Black people to govern this country effectively.
Today we can confidently say  
 This country has proudly taken its place among the community of nations as a beacon of hope to others engaged in internal conflicts and as an example of peaceful and negotiated resolution.
Former President Mandela is recognized throughout the world as an embodiment of this reconciliation

President Mbeki has firmly placed the cause of this continent on the world agenda and a refusal to accept the problems that plague this continent as an unavoidable given.
Our financial prudence and management of this economy is globally acknowledged

Most of our people today have access to running water and sanitary facilities, telecommunication networks, electricity and education.

We have a constitution that is universally admired and acclaimed. 
We have much to be proud of and seen against the background of where we come from, we have much to be grateful for. 
However, this is also where the greatest caution and vigilance from among our people is needed. 

In 1994 when our people patiently queued in their millions for the first time, it was true that they were celebrating a hard fought political victory. 
But 1994 was more than that. 
They were delivering in their millions an unequivocal mandate to the ANC to reverse 300 years of institutionalized racism and systematic exploitation. 
In that vote they bore their hopes, their aspirations, their dream of a life for their children that they themselves did not have. And it is that decisive and clear mandate that has allowed this government to effect the far ranging changes that have occurred since then. 
Ten years on, however, our challenges remain equally daunting. Central and at the heart of all this challenge lies our need to alter the inequities in the ownership structure of the economy and the unjust allocation of this country’s wealth and resources. This is the challenge that faces all South African, include Black Business. Today, despite the ever hanging threat of market reprisals, political intervention in the economy is unavoidable as the current holders of economic power have repeatedly demonstrated an unwillingness to voluntarily relinquish their historically acquired advantage. 
That is why our political unity must remain intact as it represents our only hope to redress these economic imbalances. 
As business, we should be talking of the rampant rand, inflation, interest rates. It is however farcical to do so when, after ten years, less than 5 percent of the JSE is in Black hands. This is not as a result of an abandonment of this government’s commitment to do so. Rather it has had everything to do with a significant part of these last few years being spent in familiarizing ourselves with governance and consolidating our political power.

We are in mid-stream and the process is on course. That is why political fragmentation and disunity among Black people remains the cornerstone of those wishing to subvert this challenge.
There has been a particular argument that has been advanced by opposition parties during every democratic election we have had thus far. Unable or unwilling to present a viable alternative to redress this country’s past, they argue that is was necessary to have a strong opposition to the ANC. This argument is both immoral and very dangerous.

It is immoral because those that ask you today to appoint them as custodians of this democracy that we have fought for and implemented are very people that did everything in their power to subvert and thwart the advent of democracy in this country. 
But more importantly, it is dangerous because we buy in that argument, we will have effectively destroyed our only tool to challenge the ownership structure of the economy. 

We must continue to engage and solicit compliance through the power of our arguments and the inherent morality of our case. That is why in our continued spirit of reconciliation, we are actively engaged in unity talks with White business and are on the threshold of forming united bodies. We do so because political and economic realities necessitate that we do so. But we should never relinquish our political advantage. That is why we must as progressive business renew our political mandate to the ANC in a clear and unequivocal way on the tenth anniversary of our democracy next year.

And we must do so for no other reason other than that we have not yet arrived as a nation. We have come a long way and we are on course but we are not there yet.
 It is in the name of those we honour this evening and in the name of future generations that we rededicate our efforts to achieve a more equitable life for all and an economy that mirrors the demographics of our society. In 1994, if our heart demanded that we vote for the ANC, then let it be in 2004 that our heads  necessitate that we do so.
Thank you all for your support for this function.
