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THE FIRST AFRICAN COMPANY TO WIN A COVETED Rep Dot Design
AWARD PROVES THAT SOUTH AFRICA HAS THE POTENTIAL TO COMPETE IN
THE INTERNATIONAL ARENA AND EXPAND [TS LOCAL IMPACT

Br Sean OTooue
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This approach could mdeed be the way lorward for other South
African product dessgness who wish 1o break inta the international
rnarket. It is a view shared by Michael Marks, CEQ of Flextronics, the
world's largest mamudacturing services provider. “Design is no longer
& comg ch * e told B Woek - it is a commadity.
“Yet design in big companies is just as inefficient as manufactising
and supply-chain management wsed e be, 5o brand companies
might as well buy the designs for their products off the shalf.” This
logic is increasingly gaining suppon kcally

Cape Town-hased design consultants XYZ hawe, for instance,
haolped Capespan, one of the wordd’s largest fruit producers and
marketers, to devise new packaging and processing methads.
Founded in 2000, XYZ specialses in concept developments, planning
and engineering, and also provided mdustrial and mechanical
design input on the first locally designed cellular phore. In 2003,
the company won a prestigious local award for their wark on QEQ
Wireless's Q500 Smariphone, The disa Design Excellence Award, as it
15 nenw kncwm, is an initiative of the Design Institute South Africa,

a division of the Scuth African Bureaw of Standards
{SABS). Established in 1969, the production
award recognises excellance in local design,

I 2004, Calantzis' fim received an
award for thesr Body Glave Blue Sport,

a Bluetooth mebile phone headset
The award is complemented
by a developmental ane, the
Pratotype Award. Establshed
in 1997, this latter award
aims to forge doser links
batwaen the deparate
practitioness in what is
nowadays dubbed the
creative aconoemy. It aims

o highlight the need for
inventors to consult gatent
attormeys to protect their
inuentions.

According 1o kohn
Hawieins, author of The
Creative Economy, pubskshed
in 20071, the US gives out three
patents every 20 minutes, Despite
confesung a cynicism for patentad
maonopalies, whech strangly favour
developed nations, Howking is nonetheless adamant that mtellecual
property & the “currency’ and ‘defining asset’ of the creative
economy. The ¢ of not protecting intell | property
are dire, resulting in both a loss of revenue and a lack of due credit
and recognation

The unfortunate case of the concrete dolas, used @ an anchor
block 1o prevent ercsion of coastlines and harbour walls, offers a
warning 1o athers. This device, designed by East London harbsour
engineer Eric Merrfield, was never patented and derivatives are now
commonplace globaly. Even though South African is waking up to
world Esues this stil does not mean that every design it patents
will ba the next iFod. Many af the desgn prototypes that were
showcased at 005 SABS Design Awards, (which, incidentally,
Calantzis helped judge) are a far cry from the sleek design
propositions marketed by Apple. Eudore Allers-du Plooy's Skwid
pressure pool deaner takes its cue from the legacy of hydraulics
engineer Ferdinand Chawvier's Kreepy Kraily. Other designs, such
a5 Michael Webster's Shepherd's Gate, a simple device that stops
unautherised siphoning of fuel fram triacks, represant idiosyneratic

world

responses to local security isswes. Also a winner was Richard Kgwahla.
His Bartew Chaw, a wheelbarrow with a convertible concrete pan that
changes into a chair for use in transparting sick ar elderly pecole in
rural areas, provoked some debate.

In & country like South Africa, where poverty, public transport and
unempleyment prasent immediate challenges, design focused on
nuanced aesthetic criteria can seam hixuriously irrelevant. Maybe,
altheugh the counter argument has it that design initiataes that
focus puredy on sleviating rural problems will never deliver the full
petential of the creative econcmy to South Africa.

Marcel Betha, a young Cape Tawn barn architect curently enrolied
in a Science Masters of Architecture &t Massachusetts Institute of
Technalogy in the LIS, capably voices the challenges facing the
Iocal industrial design fraternity, *| believe that South Africa has the
Intellectual potential to be a competitor in innavation industries,”
says Botha, wha s curently working on & concept car for Ganeral
Maotars. One of the project leaders is architect Frank Gehry, 'These

snould not only be innovations for necessity, but alss blse-
sky |dealistic ventures that might change the lives
of all Seuth Africans over the lang term. This
rRUINes 3 GOVENNmEnt commitmant and
some extremely rigonous decisons
10 invest in kang term resaarch
culture; otherwise we will become
an exclusive manufacturing
outpost in the sea of global
innavation.
While mary of the
arguments abaut
intelligently harnessing
industrial design in Seuth
Adfrica remain unresolvad,
Calantzis' firm continees
10 plod along - quite
successfully too, Their
Apax mobile phone
headset has continued
its run of good luck,
with Readymade recently
winning the workds aldest
and most celebrated award —
# Chicago-based award tefingly
named Good Design,
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