
A Brand is Born
The Joe Public journey began in 1995, when a surfer and a paddle 
skier were summoned to meet by fate. In a nutshell, the surfer found 
the paddle skier unconscious near some rocks at Thermopylae.   
– a popular surfing spot. The surfer brought the paddle skier to 
shore, then called an ambulance, which rushed the paddle skier 
to the hospital. Following this, the surfer then went  about his daily 
business as usual and the paddle skier made a full recovery.

Fast forward a couple of years, two advertising executives in their 
twenties meet in a pub.  One, a surfer, the other  a paddle skier. 
They struck up a conversation about their favourite spots to surf and 
paddle ski. Before long, they soon realised their paths had previously 
crossed  as Gareth Leck, the surfer, recounted saving the life of a 
paddle skier  at the surfing spot Thermopylae; the paddle skier’s 
name, Pepe Marais. These two freak encounters sealed the fate  
of Gareth Leck and Pepe Marais, which resulted in the birth of  
Joe Public. Eighteen years later, Joe Public United celebrated 
a landmark achievement, scoring a B-BBEE level one status, 
measured as a Large Enterprise on the Marketing and 
Communications Charter (MAC) Sector Code. Lebo Masilela,  
the Group Human Resources Director and Dave McCullough,  
the Group Commercial Director, recount the unique journey from  
the early years.

From Humble Beginnings
Joe Public Take-Away Advertising opened its doors for business in 
1998, the year following the implementation of the 1997 Codes of 
Good Practice. The business concept was fashioned as a take-away 
restaurant. Clients could simply walk-in and choose an advertising 
campaign from a menu board, where options such as well-done, 
medium-rare and rare, represented their advertising choice in relation 
to a print, radio or an end-to-end advertising campaign.  

“The business opened in Loop Street, Cape Town, with Gareth and 
Pepe working 20-hour days. Pepe concentrated on the creative 
side of the business, whilst Gareth played the role of client service, 
project and financial manager. They faced the same financial and 
emotional challenges all entrepreneurs face when embarking on a 
new business venture,” clarifies Dave McCullough. This innovative 
new concept deviated from the industry norm and coupled with 
competitive rates, Joe Public was sustainable within its first year  
of operation.

Joe Becomes a Multinational
In 2003, Joe Public was entirely acquired by FCB. Being part of a 
multinational organisation brought significant changes, with respect 
to policies and procedures, which are necessary for a multinational 
organisation to operate. The expansion of the business resulted  
in a relocation for the two entrepreneurs, from Cape Town to 
Johannesburg. It further integrated an FCB subsidiary agency into 
the business, which not only increased the workforce capacity  
in terms of a bigger team, but the financial obligations as well. 
Another fundamental change shifted the focus of the business from  
a ‘take-away’ to a ‘sit-down’ agency.

Over time, Joe Public felt they had lost their way. The free thinking, 
hungry entrepreneurs who created a unique vision, realised that 
they had begun operating in a way that did not align with their initial 
values or business vision. In the years that followed, important 
clients were lost and then there was the impact of the global 
economic climate. Consequently, in 2009, Joe Public was almost 
insolvent. “At this stage, Joe Public had hit rock bottom. However, 
it was this turn of events which reignited the entrepreneurial spirit 
of Gareth and Pepe. With nothing to lose, they bought back the 
business in 2009,” adds McCullough.

Resuscitating Joe
The management buy-out brought the business back to basics,  
in finding Joe Public’s actual purpose for the future. The way 
forward was grounded in ‘Growthn’, a methodology which guides  
Joe Public United, as the group is known as today, as the 
‘exponential growth’ of their clients, people and country, which are  
all positively interlinked. 

Joe Invests in Growth
With the new purpose of Growthn firmly in mind, the business 
began to flourish and embarked on their journey of Transformation. 
Between 2010 and 2013 they showcased a B-BBEE level four 
status, measured on a Qualifying Small Enterprise Scorecard. 
During that time, the business signed up Anglo American, John 
Hopkins Health and Education South Africa (JHHESA) a U.S 
funded NGO, Jet and Nedbank. Acquiring these businesses as 
clients not only substantially increased the annual turnover but 
necessitated increasing the Joe Public workforce more than  
three-fold. 

Entrepreneurship is defined as a willingness to take risks, develop, organise and manage a business venture in a constantly evolving 
competitive global market. Entrepreneurs are pioneers, innovators, leaders and inventors. In South Africa, entrepreneurs have been 
identified as a vehicle to drive the process of Transformation. As we know, being an entrepreneur is not in the intrinsic DNA  
of everyone. It is a drive from within, a willingness to do what it takes and more often than not, financial and emotional sacrifices 
before reaping any rewards. It is about seizing opportunities, attending the school of hard knocks and paying hefty school fees.

This is the precise DNA the two entrepreneurs who created Joe Public United had. Joe Public United, which launched in 1998,  
is now one of the largest independent brand communication agencies in South Africa. The roots of this ‘born free’ brand are firmly 
entrenched in the South African economy, with specific emphasis on the growth of their clients, people and country.
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How is the Joe Public United 
Ownership structured?
“The Ownership structure has 26% ‘Black’ representation.  
It was specifically devised to reward those who work within the 
organisation, essentially, those who control its destiny. It  
includes individual shareholders, as well as share trust for  
‘Black’ employees,” confirms McCullough.

What is the Skills Development focus?
“Skills Development has a shared focus on our workforce and 
our Internship Programme. Since 2012, we have worked closely 
and have built a good working relationship with the SETA – MITA 
in terms of driving Transformation. We report our progress to 
them quarterly. The Internship Programme began with 12 interns, 
10 of which are now full-time employees.

The creative side of our industry is niche, whereby it is skills and 
technology driven. Most interns joining the programme have 
either completed their studies, or are in the process of studying 
to specifically enter the industry. Our objective is to invest in our 
interns with a long-term outlook. The Internship Programme 
forms a vital part of our ongoing recruitment drive,” reveals 
Masilela.

How do you roll-out your Preferential 
Procurement mandate?
“Industry specific, we are service driven. In other words,  
we have minimal buy-outs when actually conducting business. 
For example, apart from salaries, our rent is our largest line item 
expense. The majority of our procurement is office consumables. 
Our Preferential Procurement spend directly feeds our Supplier 
Development Programme. Where we are  unable to do this,  
we  actively engage to encourage our suppliers to Transform,  
or replaced them with suppliers committed to the Transformation 
process,” asserts McCullough.

How is your Enterprise Development 
strategy driven?
“Upon initially developing the Enterprise Development strategy,  
we sourced beneficiaries through our supply chain. Our first 
beneficiary, who has subsequently been elevated to Supplier 
Development status, Rixile Couriers, is an Exempt Micro 
Enterprise with a B-BBEE level one status. On initially becoming 
a beneficiary, this organisation was a single car, single driver 
courier. Since becoming a beneficiary, the business has 
expanded their delivery fleet and offers  a full-spectrum courier 
service. Following this success, Vanghoni Cleaning Services, 
an Exempt Micro Enterprise with a B-BBEE level one status, 
was established by the same owner to service the cleaning of 
the Joe Public offices. Like Rixile Couriers, Vanghoni Cleaning 
was elevated to Supplier Development status and services other 
corporate offices. This, in my opinion, is a real testament to 
the benefits of investing in Enterprise Development,” declares 
Masilela.

“We have progressed in how we source and identify our Enterprise 
Development Beneficiaries. It is about aligning ethics and having a full 
understanding of the inherent needs of an Enterprise Development 
Beneficiary. Once this has been ascertained, the process organically 
evolves. We have two Enterprise Development Beneficiaries who are 
exceeding all our expectations.

Firstly, IAF Branding and Printing which is an Exempt Micro 
Enterprise showcasing a B-BBEE Level one status. They offer a 
diverse range of services providing both a township and suburban 
flair. IAF is based in Thembisa and employs 10 people. The business 
owner Bulelani Balabala has featured on Cliff Central and has a 
motivational talk show on YFM. He is the founder of ‘TEA’ the 
Township Entrepreneurial Association. Although Bulelani is still in the 
midst of growing his business, he is focused on giving back.

The other is MCA ‘Monkey Concepts Advertising’ which is an 
Exempt Micro Enterprise showcasing a B-BBEE level one status. 
They hold Empowering Supplier status and are youth owned.  
MCA share our office space and collaborate with us on  
specific projects. They are ‘Ikazi Thinkers’ with a rich insight into  
the township market,” surmises McCullough.

What is your Socio-Economic 
Development focus?
“Joe Public initiated and developed ‘One School at a Time’,  
a registered Non-Profit Organisation. It has been run in it’s entirety 
from within the agency since 2007. Our involvement includes working 
with the principals, school management and staff with the objective 
of setting purpose and values, their five-year goals, improvement 
of physical infrastructure, teacher support, management programs 
and leadership coaching for both students and staff. This includes 
sponsoring additional classes for all Matrics on Saturday mornings 
and during the school holidays,” outlines Masilela.

“Two schools are currently supported. Firstly, Forte High School 
in Dobsonville, Soweto. Since our involvement in the school 
programme began, the pass rate has steadily improved from 52% in 
2007 to 88% in 2015. In that same time period, the Matric bachelors 
pass rate has increased by 33%. The results at the end of 2015 
highlighted that 43% of the Matrics had obtained a bachelors pass. 
Similar improvements were seen at Itirele-Zenzele High School  
in Diepsloot. Upon partnering with them in 2012, the Matrics 
achieved a 74% pass, which is increasing by approximately 10%  
year-on-year,” concludes McCullough.

Transformation is usually driven within the management structures of 
an organisation. However, without the buy-in and commitment from 
the board of directors, Transformation often steers off course. Gareth 
Leck, Co-Founder and Chief Executive Officer at Joe Public United, 
shares his Transformational lessons learnt.

› An organisation needs to find a champion to drive the process, 
 the task is too great to make it part of the Managing Director’s  
 to do list. 
› Embrace Transformation authentically - don’t do it just to tick the 
 boxes. Understand that it benefits you as much as your clients 
 and ultimately, to move forward as a country, we need a truly 
 diverse and Transformed team of people working together in 
 organisations to be successful. Furthermore, it has been proven 
 that boards of organisations who Transform merely by ticking the 
 boxes fail, in contrast to boards of directors who choose to 
 Transform authentically. You can’t fake Transformation,  
 it has to be real. 
› Understand the codes – study them – go on courses and base 
 your Transformation strategy on them. Ensure you are disciplined 
 and systematic in tracking your progress monthly and include 
 Exco in the process,w as you need the senior team to drive it. 
 Without the support from the top, you will not realise your  
 Transformation objectives. 
› Try and transform your employment equity by structuring your 
 B-BBEE  Equity Ownership  to include key employees within the 
 organisation. For example, your Equity Ownership allocations 
 should be done to benefit your existing employees or to attract  
 key employees, in line with B-BBEE.

Joe Caught off Guard
Due to the rapid growth of Joe Public, their B-BBEE scorecard 
threshold shifted from a Qualifying Small Enterprise (based on the 
‘Old Codes’ - an organisation with an annual turnover of between 
R5 and R35 million) to a Large Enterprise (based on the ‘Old Codes’ 
- an organisation with an annual turnover exceeding R35 million). 
This shift in threshold increased their B-BBEE criteria. Consequently, 
the outcome of Joe Public’s 2013 verification measurement was an 
unfavourable B-BBEE level six status, measured on a  
Generic Scorecard. 

This unfavourable outcome, not only caused concern for Joe Public 
but to their newly acquired clients who demanded justification for  
the substantial drop in their B-BBEE status level. Following 
explanations, the clients accepted the rationale for the drop and 
Joe Public was given a grace period to improve their current rating. 
Lebo Masilela, the Group Human Resources Director, recalls, “At 
this stage, there was no firm Transformation strategy in place. 
Dave McCullough and I, both newly appointed, were tasked with 
driving Transformation. Initially, we sat down with EmpowerLogic, 
our verification agency, and did a scenario plan which guided us 
in developing a Transformation strategy. The next step was to 
communicate the strategy at all occupational levels, to make it clear 
that Transformation was not only an operational imperative but an 
organisational business one. Part of the process introduced B-BBEE 
terminology in all business conversations, at all occupational levels. 
For example, when hiring new employees, we would always elude to 
looking after our Employment Equity, which continuously reinforced 
our commitment to the process.” 

Joe Diversifies and Transforms
In 2013, a meaningful Transformation strategy, with a buy-in from the 
Board of Directors, was implemented. The following measurement in 
2014 brought the B-BBEE status level of Joe Public back to a level 
four, measured on a Generic Scorecard. Upon the implementation of 
the more stringent Amended Codes in 2015, Joe Public continued 
to improve their rating by achieving a B-BBEE level two status, 
measured on a Generic Scorecard. However, it was the outcome of 
the 2016 measurement, which was most remarkable; a B-BBEE level 
one status measured on the newly gazetted MAC Code.

“Transformation 

is not a B-BBEE 

certificate, it is a 

mindset.” 

Lebo Masilela

“Our Transformation 

 began as a licence to do 

 business. However, in  

five years, it has become 

 a fundamental part of  

Joe Public’s DNA”.  

Dave McCullough


