
The Bench Marks Foundation



BENCH MARKS FOUNDATION (BMF) 

WHO ARE WE?

The Bench Marks Foundation is a 
non-profit organisation committed to 
social and economic justice. Its focus 
is on the corporation as an ethical 
entity. It is mandated by the churches 
to monitor the practices of multi-
national corporations to ensure that 
they: 

• respect human rights;
• protect the environment;
• do not make profit at the 

expense of other interest 
groups; and

• hear, protect and 
accommodate those most 
negatively impacted in their 
corporate business plans. 

• has a very strong print, radio, 
television and social media 
footprint that assists in 
holding corporations publicly 
accountable;

• promotes a quick assessment 
tool that measures mining and 
other sectors of the economy, 
based on the corporate 
personality profile test;

• addresses skewed power 
relations between communities 
and corporations through its 
Independent Capacity building 
Fund (ICF); and

• promotes access to justice 
for communities through its 
Independent Problem Solving 
Service (IPSS) 

It conducts research, advocacy 
and capacity building to support 
and empower poor and working 
class communities impacted by 
corporations. 

Its starting point is ethics and moral 
persuasion ‘to do the right thing’.  

Launched in 2001 Bench Marks 
Foundation became fully operational 
in 2003. The organisation:

• is led by research through its 
Policy Gap Series of studies;

• works closely with mining 
communities through its 
Community Monitoring School 
that operates across the region 
and in over 40 communities in 
South Africa;

Mission 

The Bench Marks Foundation is 
committed to providing leadership and 

advocacy on benchmarking of good 
corporate governance, ethical and 

socially responsible investment 
as well as linking people and 

institutions committed to 
these ideals.

Vision
 

To be on every company’s 
agenda and to be a 
household name.



BENCH MARKS PARTNERS

Local partners of the Bench Marks 
Foundation in South Africa are the 
South African Council of Churches 
(SACC), the Ecumenical Service for 
Socio-Economic Transformation 
(ESSET), Industrial Mission of South 
Africa (IMSA), Christian Development 
Trust (CDT), and the Justice and Peace 
Department of the Southern African 
Catholic Bishops Conference (SACBC). 

The Bench Marks Foundation is also 
part of an international alliance of 
faith-based organisations. Together 
with these organisations, a corporate 
measuring instrument was developed, 
called ‘Bench Marks Principles for 
Global Corporate Responsibility - 
Bench Marks for Measuring Business 
Performance’. It is recognised as 
one of the four leading international 
instruments measuring corporate 
social responsibility. 
 

What do the Bench Marks Principles for Global Corporate 
Responsibility stand for?

• A new relationship between 
corporations and communities 
in which dialogue is held as 
equals in a democratic space;  

• Participation of stakeholders 
and those affected by the 
activities of corporations in the 
decision-making processes of 
companies;

• Preservation and protection of 
the environment for present 
and future generations;

• Respect for the dignity of every 
person and for worker and 
community rights;

• Support for a sustainable 
system of production and a 
more equitable system for the 
distribution of the economic 
benefits;

• Reparation for and resolution 
of the negative impacts 
of mining operations 
on communities, with 
developmental solutions that 
address poverty and inequality; 
and

• Restoration of a dignified 
way of life for communities, 
including land, livelihoods and 
capacity for people to manage 
their own lives.

  
The Bench Marks Foundation has 
a core staff of 8 and 6 community 
coordinators, along with a community 
monitoring system of around 
one hundred activists based in 
communities. 

The key to the 
Bench Marks Foundation’s 
success is its combination 

of  high-level advocacy and 
research with community 
mobilisation and problem 
solving. The adoption of a 
gendered perspective is 

an important aspect.



WHAT DO WE DO?

Bench Marks Foundation works in 
Africa, south of the Sahara, but with 
a focus on Southern Africa through 
a network of organisations. We 
empower people and communities 
through

• running a community 
monitoring school to train 
community members and 
organisations in monitoring 
corporate behaviour, engaging 
those in power, and bringing 
about change; 

• through evidence based 
research we critically 
assess corporations’ social 
responsibility policies and 
practices in the context of 
sustainable development 
within a socio-economic justice 
framework by examining 
the gap between policy and 
practice;

• writing  explosive and impactful 
research reports known as the 
Policy Gap series; 

• holding corporations publicly 
accountable for their actions or 
non-actions; 

• working with universities on 
research and development;

• conducting an advocacy 
programme to deepen the 
discourse around corporations 
and corporate behaviour, and 
engaging with corporations and 
power holders; 

• successfully targeting the 
media – print, electronic, 
radio and television – with 
research findings, as well as 
social media, using digital 
crowd mapping, community 
investigations and podcasts 
that link communities together; 

• actively promoting an ethical 
investment programme, 
“The Church Leaders’ Call for 
Responsible Investment across 
Africa”, comprising sixteen 
principles and endorsed by 
over 200 church leaders on the 
continent; 

• promoting a quick-assessment 
tool around mining, used 
by communities, called the 
Bench Marks Rating Agency - 
Corporate Personality Index. 
This provides a bottom-
up approach to auditing 
companies on their social, 
economic and environmental 
performance; 

• further developing the rating 
tool for other sectors of the 
economy, focusing on evenly 
developed, just and inclusive 
economies; and 

• establishing an Independent 
Problem Solving Service (IPSS) 
and an Independent Capacity 
building Fund (ICF) to address 
conflict and skewed power 
relations, along with bringing 
about change in communities 
impacted by mining.  

 

Our research is a critique of the impact that corporations have on the environment and community life. Our 
reports provide evidence-based information to governments, communities, corporations, and civil society 
organisations. They serve to guide remedial action. Our research is a platform for community knowledge, 
growth, mobilisation and action to engage government and corporations’ for change.



OUR INFLUENCE 

Research - Policy Gap Series

Over the years we have examined 
corporations’ societal responsibility, 
from governance to social, economic 
and environment impacts. We have 
established ourselves as a globally 
authoritative voice on corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) , and 
produced 13 Policy Gap studies. We 
critically examine CSR through the 
lens of investment and investment 
impacts. Is it good or bad? Do 
the costs outweigh the benefits? 
Companies, governments and civil 
society, both locally and globally, 
recognise us as a key role player and 
opinion maker regarding CSR and 
sustainable development. 

As a result, we are actively changing 
the discourse on how companies, 
especially mining companies, are 
viewed, and are beginning to bring 
about change. 

 

Community Monitoring School

The Community Monitoring School 
is closely linked to the Tunatazama 
project (meaning we are watching 
you- a social media app), introduced 
in 2016 in an effort to give voice to 
the many local organisations that 
challenge the damage caused to 
communities by mining. By creating a 
platform and network, communities 
are supported to talk with one 
another. This enables them to make 
their voices heard and break the 
silence and isolation around the 
negative impact on their communities 
of mining activity and to take action. 
The Bench Marks Foundation has 
mobilised and trained members 
from over forty communities in 
South Africa to monitor corporations 
and local government. Community 
Monitors  report on their findings 
using internet, social media, local 
radio and newsletters. This is our 
power. The training develops 
communities’ analytical skills and 
power to report on, engage, and 
challenge the industry. 

The Community Monitoring 
School  operates in Mozambique, 
Zimbabwe, Lubumbashi DRC, Lesotho 
and Zambia with a footprint in 
many other countries. See  www.
communitymonitors.net 

Voice Power and Media Advocacy 

BMF is an opinion maker that 
achieves regular publicity and is 
given  frequent voice on radio and 
television, locally and internationally. 
We are recognised as an authoritative 
voice and have attracted substantial 
newspaper editorial commentary.

We conduct “toxic tours” for foreign 
governments, embassies, universities, 
international NGOs and scholars 
from around the world, during which 
we showcase the reality of what is 
happening on the ground.

The Revolution in information and communication technology allows 
the rich and powerful to turn people into passive consumers. At 
the same time the instruments of new media (websites, Face Book, 
Twitter, Whatsapp and email) have given activists the means to expose 
injustices, raise consciousness of people and organise for change. With 
limited resources we are able to transmit our messages across the 
country, the continent and the world.



NEW PROGRAMMES OF THE BENCH MARKS FOUNDATION  

The Bench Marks Rating Agency- Corporate Personality Index (Mining) 

We measure the corporate personality of a corporation. This involves  a bottom-up approach and is based on a 
company’s self-perception measured against how communities and other groups view it. The first measuring instrument 
is on mining.

The rating instrument will also be used by a network of organisations across South Africa and the continent to assess  
the performance of multinational corporations in Africa, and to serve as a personality test on corporations in Southern 
Africa. These findings are widely disseminated.    

We rate a business on a scale from “saint” to “sinner” across a range of corporate citizenship issues which include social, 
economic, and environmental and human rights impacts. Our personality types rank the company according to positive 
or negative traits in a number of areas:

POSITIVE NEGATIVE 

Respectful Bullying

Caring Heartless 

Supportive Undermining

POSITIVE NEGATIVE 

Creative Destructive 

Generous Greedy 

Honest Secretive 

The Independent Capacity Building Fund (ICF) and the Independent Problem Solving 
Service - levelling the playing fields in mining

Currently communities are severely disadvantaged when it comes to mining companies. 
Communities often lack information and access to expert advice, and end up giving their 
rights away. They also lack recourse to justice when they are aggrieved. Women and 
children are particularly impacted. To help level the playing field and give communities 
access to justice we are progressing with:



The Independent Capacity Building Fund 
(ICF)

 
The Bench Marks 
Foundation has 
called on the 
mining industry 
to support the 
establishment of 
an Independent 

Capacity building Fund (ICF).  To date, we 
have in principle buy-in from several mining 
houses.

The purpose of the ICF is to support 
communities to meaningfully engage with 
mining companies and relevant authorities 
within a democratic space as equals. The 
main aspects to this support are to:

• address skewed power relations 
between communities and mining 
corporations  through enabling 
communities’ access to resources 
such as specialist expertise, advice, 
information, knowledge and skills; 

• contribute to the strengthening 
of community organisations;

• provide support for the Independent 
Problem Solving Service and ensure the 
requisite capacity.

The ICF works to facilitate informed decision-
making by communities and create level 
playing fields between the industry and 
communities.  

The Independent Problem Solving Service 
(IPSS) 

After extensive community consultation 
and consultation with the industry, the 
Bench Marks Foundation  realised the need 
for an independent problem solving service. 
We have called on the mining industry to agree to an Independent 
Problem Solving Service (IPSS) that will allow communities recourse to 
justice. This call is gaining traction in the industry. 

This service is being established to resolve problems between mining 
companies and communities affected by their operations in a non-
adversarial way. Involving a new approach, with developmental 
outcomes and empowering communities to effectively engage 
with companies, the IPSS is geared to succeed where most other 
interventions, including company grievance mechanisms, have failed.

The vision for this initiative is the establishment of an independent, 
voluntary, multi-purpose, alternative problem solving service for 
communities affected by mining operations and the mines involved, 
informed by social justice values and tangible outcomes.

The overarching mission is aimed at the prevention of conflict and the 
effective resolution of prevailing problems and issues with facilitated 
dialogue as the primary mechanism. Problem solving through a gender 
lens is a key aspect. The IPSS’s social justice vision has the restoration 
of human dignity at its centre.

The IPSS has a dedicated Advisory Board consisting of eminent persons 
who bring a wealth of experience, knowledge and skills related to the 
mining/mineral extractives and impacted communities.  They are: 
Justice Kathie Satchwell retired Judge of the High Court; Dr Asanda 
Benya of UCT and Wits universities; Prof Sonwabile Mnwana of Fort 
Hare University; Prof Mavis Hermanus, Wits Centre for Sustainability 
in Mining; Prof Tracey-Lynn Humby, professor of law at Wits University. 
The Rt Rev Dr Jo Seoka chairperson of Bench Marks Foundation is 
chairperson. 
  



CONCLUSION

The Bench Marks Foundation is an 
organisation committed to pursuing 
ethical and responsible business 
practices, building community power 
and knowledge, and contributing to the 
overall wellbeing of society.  Through 
its research, advocacy,  community 
organisation building, and problem 
solving work, it supports the quest for 
a better life for all Southern Africans 
and, in particular, those living in mining 
areas.  

Physical Address:    
The Bench Marks Foundation
11th Floor, Khotso House,   
62 Marshall Street, 
Marshalltown, 
Johannesburg, 
South Africa 
2017

Email: info@bench-marks.org.za
Website: www.bench-marks.org.za

Phone: +27 11 832-1743/2
Fax: +27 11 832-1750

Postal Address: PO Box 62538, 
Marshalltown 2107, 
South Africa

Links:
The Monitoring School website:   
www.communitymonitors.net

BENCH MARKS FOUNDATION BOARD

Former Anglican Bishop of Tshwane, the Rt Rev’d Dr Jo Seoka, chairs the 
Foundation’s board of eight highly influential people.

The Board consists of:

Rt Rev’d Dr Jo Seoka 
– Chairperson

Allan Wentzel 
– Deputy 

Chairperson

Mokhethi 
Moshoeshoe

 – mining analyst 

Piet Beukes 
– former minister of 
the Dutch Reformed 

Church

Henk Smith 
– legal advisor

Ms Sonto Magwaza 
– ESSET and SACC 

Ms Zonke Majodina
– Human rights 

specialist 

John Capel  
– Executive Director

SACBC – vacant at present 


