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Prologue



    No lives were lost but far too many shareholders, lenders and suppliers lost money, employees (me included) lost their jobs, and many thousands of customers were left out of pocket and had their travel plans disrupted. The downfall of Comair was a tragedy for many.


    The airline I came to know so well had humble beginnings: it was formed in 1946 by three World War 2 pilots. Comair’s history mirrors South Africa’s. First, the tough post-war years, then the boom times, followed by the dark days of apartheid, aviation deregulation, optimism at the dawn of democracy, more darkness during the Zuma years of state capture – and finally the Covid-19 pandemic.


    During its first 60-odd years, Comair was blessed with excellent leadership and guided by its core values, notably prudence and entrepreneurship. Uniquely in world aviation, this enabled it to achieve an unbroken history of operating profits for more than 70 years before its sudden and ignominious fall.


    Excellent histories have been written about Comair’s first 60 years and this book doesn’t rehash them. Nor is it an academic exercise highlighting the reasons the business failed. I do not doubt, however, that Comair will form an excellent case study for enterprising Master of Business Administration students and the story of its rise and fall may, in time, be taught at business schools.


    As I have little of interest to offer regarding my own life, nor any wish to excessively bore the reader, this is not intended to be any kind of autobiography. I will simply offer you the plain truth about what happened at Comair, writing as an insider about a saga that dominated my career and affected the lives of many others. There are, of course, two sides to every story and this is my personal account. There will be those who disagree with my perspective and I accept that.


    My airline career began in 1991, just as Comair was taking advantage of the deregulation of the industry, and abruptly ended in 2022 when the company was placed in liquidation. This 31-year journey was interwoven with the fortunes of Comair – twice while working at rival airlines, competing bitterly against Comair, and during three terms of employment in Comair’s management. I’m not sure accountants have adventures but I can confidently say that my time in the industry gave me a unique insight into Comair’s culture, practices and people, and provided me with an insight into how a once globally admired airline business degenerated into abject failure. I have been able to come to conclusions – good, bad and ugly – about the key players and the industry.


    In the end, though, Comair crashed and burned on my watch. I need to admit the errors I made and reflect on whether I could have done things differently and saved the airline.


    Business is about people, not textbooks, and I hope to offer a sense of the airline industry at a crucial time of its evolution in South Africa – when it was opening to competition. I also hope to give a no-holds-barred insight into the people involved, the thinking and motives behind various deals and events, how some people contributed to Comair’s success and how others sowed the seeds that led to the airline’s eventual failure.
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    Chance encounter


    I stumbled on aviation by chance and from the beginning I have always viewed an airline as an accounting problem that needs to be solved rather than as any type of glamorous ‘boys and their toys’ adventure. One of the biggest problems in my industry is that it attracts people who love aeroplanes – hence, too many pilots and not enough accountants end up running things. The pilots may beg to differ.


    To this day, I struggle to differentiate between a Boeing 737-800 and an Airbus A320, let alone the more obscure aircraft variants. I can’t imagine attending an airshow. I find history more interesting than aeroplanes, so my possibly uninformed view is that the Spitfire is the best aircraft design yet, with British ingenuity trumping German technology to help win a world war.


    So, how did I end up founding and running airlines? Everyone deserves at least one break in life and mine led me to Mafeking in what was then Bophuthatswana, where my first job in aviation was at its national airline, Bop Air.


    But first, let me take a step back.
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    My family originates from King William’s Town (now Qonce) in the Eastern Cape. In 1980, I was fortunate to matriculate at Kimberley Boys’ High School with a distinction in accounting. I come from a happy home of six children but the family’s resources were limited, so financing a few years of full-time university was never an option. Instead, I joined Standard Bank in Kimberley a month after completing my schooling.


    My first job was on the switchboard. Despite my stutter, I managed ‘Goeie more, good morning, Standard Bank’ before directing each call to the appropriate extension.


    Six months later, I was called up and reported for two years of compulsory military service. I was a terrible soldier. The only time I ever agreed with my sadistic corporal was when he opined, ‘Orrrrsmond, jy is ’n kak troep!’ to which I enthusiastically responded, ‘Ja, Korporaal!’ (Orsmond, you are a shit soldier! Yes, Corporal!)


    Perhaps the only life lessons I learned in the army were self-reliance and the importance of owning up immediately when you have messed up, rather than trying to defend the indefensible; ‘geen verskoning, Korporaal’ was the only response to any imagined or real misdemeanour. Less enlightening were the naked racism, anti-English sentiment and homophobia that permeated the South African military, among officers and troops alike.


    I was posted to 5 South African Infantry Battalion in Ladysmith, Natal, which was a train trip from Kimberley in those days. A day or two after I arrived, I was sent back to the intelligence school in Kimberley. Not a very intelligent process, but generally if you could read and write and were used to wearing shoes you were deemed suitable for intelligence.


    After a year’s training, armed with a matric and a pistol, I ended up working as a teacher for the military. I was sent to Taung (famous for the Taung skull discovery), which today is in North West, to teach maths at a teacher-training college. This job was part of a poorly designed and badly executed military strategy aimed at ‘winning the hearts and minds of the local population’ and to obtain intelligence about ‘subversive elements’. Subversive elements would, of course, include any person who thought that perhaps apartheid was a bad idea and having the right to vote might be a good thing.


    However, this was also one of my big breaks in life. I was free in the afternoons and instead of dedicating my time to Scope magazine, as my fellow soldiers did, I completed a banker’s diploma course.


    After my term in the army, I reported for an induction programme at Standard Bank’s head office in Simmonds Street, Johannesburg, with a hundred or so other conscript veterans. I recall the banker in charge of our induction exhorting us to write our bank exams, which at the time were necessary for a successful career in banking. He inquired whether any of us had completed these exams. I raised my hand, the only one in the room to do so, and to my surprise I realised I was ahead of the pack.


    The bank had a programme through which six employees were sent to university each year to study full-time while remaining on the payroll. I applied and still recall the interview. I expressed confidence that, given an opportunity to study, I would achieve a degree. Somehow my hunger elicited sympathy and I was selected for the programme. I opted to go to Grahamstown, happily fulfilling my matric yearbook goal of studying accountancy at Rhodes University.
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    After the rigours of military service, the liberal environment and the freedom Rhodes offered came as a bit of a shock. The dreaded communists we were warned about in the military were, in fact, mainly harmless and ineffectual liberal whites – wealthy, weed-smoking kids determined to avoid military service at all costs.


    The good student life was at all times overshadowed by the tumultuous events of the mid-Eighties as Grahamstown was one of the major hotbeds of resistance in the Eastern Cape. I had a VW Beetle and generally lent it to all and sundry, resulting in the security police asking my girlfriend about my politics after a surveillance outfit noticed the car in the townships. Our Student Representative Council was a hotbed of activism against apartheid until it transpired that many of its leaders were police spies who had been recruited while still at school.


    I am socially awkward and shy but I still had a great time at university and got the social and academic balance right. The highlight of my Rhodes career was being part of the victorious Graham House soccer team winning the league and cup double by beating the Law School team. In an unlawyerly response at their annual dinner the Law School awarded me the ‘Prick of the Year’ award (a phallic-shaped trophy) in recognition of my skills in crunch-tackling their starlet players out of the game. I completed my bachelor of commerce with an accounting distinction. This earned me a scholarship to complete my honours degree, which was a requirement to qualify as a chartered accountant. Unfortunately, the bank insisted that I should return to work as I owed it three years of service in return for sending me to Rhodes.


    I enrolled at the University of Port Elizabeth for a two-year honours programme, working at the bank during the day as an enquiries clerk and attending classes in the evening. Weekends were devoted to studying, giving me little spare time for anything else.


    I completed my honours in 1988 and was then ready to write the Public Accountants’ & Auditors’ Board exams that were required to qualify as a chartered accountant. However, my limited finances got in the way; I couldn’t sign up for accounting articles without first repaying the R10 000 I still owed Standard Bank for the final year of work I was contracted to serve.


    I could command an articled clerk’s salary of only R1 300 a month in Port Elizabeth but Price Waterhouse offered me R3 000 to work in Mafeking in what was then the nominally independent homeland of Bophuthatswana, now part of North West. This was enough to live on and enabled me to repay the bank debt over time.
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    I headed off to Mafeking, which is known as Mahikeng these days, completed my accounting articles, scraped through my board exam and qualified as a chartered accountant in 1991. My results reached me just as I was completing a 4 am Sun City casino audit, counting chips in a strongroom. I was too exhausted to celebrate.


    The thought of the drudgery of reviewing audit files for the rest of my life meant remaining in auditing was never an option. I was ready for my next challenge.


    At a braai a short while later, I met Johan Borstlap, the managing director of Bop Air, the Bophuthatswana government-owned airline based in Mafeking. Johan’s financial manager had moved to Comair and he was looking for a replacement. Over a beer or two, and without needing time to think it over, I accepted the offer he made. Johan was short, round and jolly and struck me as an agreeable man, so I was comfortable that we could work together.


    So, I joined the airline industry in 1991, not through any grand scheme or love of aeroplanes but through the workings of fate.


    Over the next 30 years or so I held several executive positions at South African airlines. While it has had its trials, my time in the industry has certainly made life a bit livelier than it would have been if I had remained shackled to Standard Bank or the auditing profession.


    I have no regrets. There have been many lows but sufficient highs and I have had the privilege of meeting many wonderful people – and probably even more less wonderful people.
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    Bop-along sunny days


    For me as a youngster with little experience of life outside apartheid South Africa, Bophuthatswana was a magical place when I arrived there in 1989. There was no racial discrimination as it was not formally part of South Africa and was spared its absurd apartheid laws.


    Sun City, in the heart of Bophuthatswana, was the gambling and partying mecca of South Africa and a must-see for most international visitors, alongside Victoria Falls, the world’s best game parks, Cape Town and the winelands. Mafeking had a vibrant South African expatriate community. We all understood the transparent nonsense of the homeland system but life was good.


    My first son was on the way, I had a job I enjoyed, I was earning well and I had the freedom to make changes in the airline and learn along the way. Our office was in the heart of colonial Mafeking. Staff went home for lunch and we complained about traffic if we had to park more than 50 metres from the office.


    [image: ]


    At the time, any self-respecting African country required a flag carrier and Bophuthatswana was no exception. Hence the formation of Bop Air, a small national carrier for a tiny nation that was recognised as an independent country only by South Africa.


    The airline offered Mafeking-Johannesburg and Sun City-Johannesburg flights on modern Embraer EMB 120 Brasilia twin-turboprop aircraft and we operated a Citation jet for Bop’s presidential charters. A Piper Chieftain tagged along behind the Citation carrying the luggage of Bophuthatswana leader Lucas Mangope and his entourage; the weight of their baggage exceeded the international individual 20kg limit several times over.


    The airline did well commercially, expanding from prop-only operations to jet aircraft. We introduced the 100-seat McDonnell Douglas DC-9 jet aircraft into South Africa, operating on the Sun City-Cape Town and Sun City-Victoria Falls routes.


    Bop Air had relied on Bop government subsidies since its inception in the 1980s, but by 1994, with the reincorporation of Bophuthatswana into South Africa, we had become self-sufficient. My role was focused on creating a viable business model: an income-statement that allowed the airline to survive without subsidies.


    The integration of Bophuthatswana into South Africa in April 1994, at the dawn of democracy, loosened our shackles. We were ready and willing to take on our competitors in what we naively hoped would be a free-market environment in South Africa’s domestic air space.


    Our new transport minister responsible for the airline was struggle icon Mac Maharaj. He called Johan and I to a meeting, which we assumed would be an introductory chat. Instead, he proceeded to sanctimoniously lecture us about how the country had changed and we needed to understand that corruption would no longer be tolerated in the new South Africa. This seems a little ironic now, after the events that played out years later during Jacob Zuma’s presidency.
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    Our competitors in the South African domestic market included South African Airways (SAA), Flitestar, Comair and Nationwide. They and we were all vying for the same customers but we were confident we could take them on. We ran a lean operation with lower costs than our rivals and had positioned ourselves as a premium carrier offering superior customer service. However, we soon found out our enthusiasm was premature.


    After the demise of Bophuthatswana in 1994, we approached the Air Service Licensing Council to transfer our Bop-issued licence to the South African register. What should have been a routine administrative procedure led to my first interaction with Comair, which hated competition and objected to our application. Rather than rule on the matter, the council postponed the hearing to the following day.


    Comair tried to railroad us, offering to withdraw its objection but only if we agreed not to compete against it on any of its routes. Without any deliberation, we refused the offer out of hand; we would not be bullied.


    I drafted a press release that evening saying we would not succumb to blackmail and it made the front page of the Business Day newspaper in Johannesburg the following morning. In those wonderful days, we drafted our own press statements without enduring endless interference from public relations advisers creating meaningless paragraphs devoid of substance.


    That morning, as Bop Air managing director Johan Borstlap and I waited outside the licensing council offices in Vermeulen Street in Pretoria city centre, Piet van Hoven, the Comair managing director, suddenly stormed up. By then, Piet had been in charge of Comair for more than 15 years. Slight of build and with a trademark gold tooth, he took no prisoners and had a reputation as a straight shooter.


    Piet demanded that Johan retract the blackmail allegations we had made against Comair. To my surprise, Johan crumbled. He went red in the face, a sure sign (as I had learned from working with him) that he was about to deliver a whopper. He denied that we had made the allegations and blamed poor press reporting.


    Piet was not impressed and waved a copy of our press release in Johan’s face. Watching the two, I quite enjoyed the drama. I believe business is about people, not textbooks, and with such straight talking by Piet we knew exactly where we stood. I also felt instinctively that Comair’s bullying on the matter was all bluster and no bite.


    It was a pity Johan buckled. I believed he should have responded with more conviction and told Piet to get lost. But in future battles I observed this pattern of behaviour between Piet and Johan repeating itself.


    This dispute with Comair marked the start of five years of enmity between the two airlines and the individuals who led them. And the acrimony would prove to have far-reaching consequences on both sides.
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    That same morning, for reasons I still don’t fully understand, the licensing council once again refused to rule on our application, putting us in a real bind. It forced us into an urgent high court action in Pretoria, as our licence was due to expire at midnight that day. No licence, no airline.


    We had a brilliant advocate, Glenn Turner. I thought he wiped the floor with Comair’s advocate, Barry Roux (later of Oscar Pistorius murder trial fame). And to our immense relief, Judge Willem van der Merwe (later of Jacob Zuma rape trial fame) ruled in our favour at about midnight.


    While we were grateful that our planes were not going to be grounded, I recall watching Piet express his displeasure in no uncertain terms to a pale Roux.


    Johan and I returned to Mafeking to a heroes’ welcome from our staff, who were dancing and singing as they greeted us at the airport. I am less happy to relate that 25 years later, when I had become an airline CEO myself, singing and dancing staff would be demanding my head on a chopping block.


    It was a David-and-Goliath victory for little Bop Air against mighty Comair. Ironically, at the time Comair had positioned itself in TV adverts as a David fighting against its own mighty Goliath in the shape of SAA. The state-owned airline had relied on billions of rand in government funding for many years and operated as a monopoly without ever making a profit.


    We were now motivated, willing and able to take on all the big boys. The nation of Bop was no more, so our first step was to change our name to Sun Air. We hoped it would further entrench our association with the Sun International group, which owned hotels at all the destinations we served.


    The next step in our strategy was to acquire more DC-9s and enter the lucrative Johannesburg-Cape Town market, competing directly against the incumbents on the route: Flitestar, Comair, Nationwide and SAA.


    It was a happy time for me. I had a growing young family and as someone who is inherently optimistic, I was enjoying the job. Johan was a practical leader and an experienced pilot who was willing to share his knowledge of the industry.


    I overlooked some of his idiosyncrasies, as he did mine. His tendency to blurt out the odd whopper earned him the affectionate nickname ‘Pinokes’ (Pinocchio). Bolstered by Rodney James, who ran our technical division, I was confident we had a three-man executive team at Sun Air that could successfully take on our bigger rivals.


    I fixed the income statement, we were soon profitable, solvent and generating good cash returns, and our staff were well motivated. We ran a slick operation with the best customer service in the market. All good things, however, come to an end.
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    Over the years, Johan’s wife had often helped on a part-time basis, doing secretarial and admin work when needed. She was part of the Sun Air family. Then Johan decided to appoint her as quality manager, a new position. It was not clear to me why we needed anyone in that role, and even if we did, why proper recruitment processes were not followed.


    Her job would be to evaluate all customer service activities and report to Johan on how well the airline’s managers were performing.


    Johan sought my support for the appointment but – to his surprise – I firmly advised him against the idea. He protested that his wife was passionate about the airline and could do the job, and he didn’t seem to comprehend that it might be considered problematic. After our discussion, however, I assumed the matter was settled.


    By this time, I had moved up the ranks and was the general manager of Sun Air, responsible for all departments other than flight operations (Johan’s domain) and the technical side (run by Rodney). I naively assumed that having heard me out on appointing his wife, Johan would see sense and let the matter drop.


    However, at our next monthly management meeting, which was in August 1995, Johan formally tabled his proposal to create the new position and appoint his wife. I was certain that if she got the job she would come into conflict with other managers and this would be bad for the airline.


    I opposed the move as, in my opinion, it would have created problems, regardless of the size of the business or Johan’s wife’s passion for the airline. For the first time, our team had an open disagreement. Rodney backed my position while everyone else stayed silent. Johan went red in the face, as was his wont when embarrassed, and it seemed he was going to drop the matter. Unfortunately, though, this was not the end of the story.


    When I arrived at work the next morning, I noticed that overnight a letter had been slipped under my door. It was not addressed only to me but was a general letter to all managers. It stated that, with immediate effect, all our delegated expenditure authority and other delegated decision-making authority had been withdrawn. In effect, this meant only the CEO could now authorise expenditure and make business decisions.


    I was shocked, but rather than engage in a confrontation, I felt I had been left with no choice. I drafted my letter of resignation and wasn’t surprised when Johan accepted it. He relented and did not appoint his wife but it was clear our relationship of trust could not be restored.
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    I left the airline with a heavy heart. I had no idea what I would do next, a prospect made even more frightening by the fact that I had three young children.


    Sun Air was a great airline and I felt I had helped to make it great. We had grown our fleet to eight jet aircraft providing a full South African domestic network and regional flights, including to Victoria Falls. We had become a business similar in size to Comair, we were profitable, safe and reliable – and we offered excellent customer service to the South African travel market, attracting passengers who had plenty of other choices. As a team, we had much to be proud of.


    Rodney stayed on, running Sun Air’s maintenance company, Aeronexus. We remained friends and years later joined forces again in the industry I had grown to love.


    But for now, the sun had set on my happy days at Sun Air. Little did I realise that within a few years, and wearing a rather different hat, I would become part of a dirty business conspiracy that would play a role in Sun Air’s demise.
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    Comair round one: the early days


    While working out my notice at Sun Air, I bumped into Comair boss Piet van Hoven at an industry forum and grabbed the opportunity to ask him for a private word. Despite our earlier court shenanigans, he seemed to bear me no ill will and we had a good chat. Trying to sound casual, I told him I was leaving Sun Air and asked whether Comair might have a suitable position for me.


    We met again a week later and Piet said that although there were no vacancies in Comair management, he was happy to take a punt and create a new position for me as head of commercial planning. He asked me to devise the scope of the role and write a job description, and agreed to match what I had been earning at Sun Air.


    I informed Johan I was joining his bitter rival, Comair, and he did a massive turnaround, offering me a 50 per cent increase to stay on with him. Thinking I was on to a good thing, I asked Piet whether Comair would consider matching this elevated offer but he gave me short shrift. He said he would not horse-trade, that we had a deal and I should take it or leave it. I took it and learned a valuable lesson.
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    My ego had grown at Sun Air. I was relatively young, arrogant, and had a lot of power and responsibility. I had been running everything at Sun Air except flight operations, which were Johan’s domain. So I was unprepared for the humbling experience I was about to have in my new work environment at Comair HQ in the heart of Kempton Park.


    On my first day, I was told there were no spare offices. Long before hot-desking became a trendy term, I had to squat wherever I could find a vacant desk until its lawful occupant returned. I would often get shunted between four or five offices a day.


    At the time, Comair was a typical family business, jointly owned by Dave Novick, a chartered accountant, and lawyer Martin Moritz. They had acquired the airline in the Seventies from ex-Springbok and Western Province rugby supremo Jan Pickard.


    Pickard subsequently reneged on the deal but with the assistance of Rodney Sacks, a smart and tough young lawyer, Dave and Martin won the ensuing court battle and created a contract-law precedent that is still studied by law students.


    Rodney joined the board and continued his Comair relationship, as well as his friendships with Martin and Dave, until the airline’s eventual demise. At this time, Comair had achieved an unbroken profit history of 40 years, which was unparalleled in the airline industry.
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    Although Dave and Martin were contrasting personalities, they were a formidable pair and were further bolstered by the impressive Piet as managing director. As executive chairperson, Dave effectively ran Comair. Martin was the deputy chairperson, running the non-airline Comair businesses – aircraft sales, spares and charters – while Piet had a firm grip on all the airline operations.


    From day one, the Novick-Moritz partnership was always one of equals. They owned identical shareholdings in all their ventures. Unusually, this arrangement even extended to their holiday homes in Plettenberg Bay and Clifton in Cape Town. This family partnership and the trusting relationship lasted for more than 40 years. It was broken only when Dave’s son, Gidon Novick, was removed as Comair’s joint CEO in 2012. More on this later.


    Dave was the steely backbone of Comair. He probably had a bigger influence on my career than anyone else. He was a hard man when it came to business but softly spoken, with a gentle handshake, not prone to histrionics, deeply analytical and focused on the business. He shunned publicity and was also a dedicated family man. He enjoyed puns and was not averse to self-deprecating humour.


    He regarded the airline from the standpoint of an accountant and a businessman – not that of a pilot. For him, the main challenge of running an airline was to optimise the income statement and balance sheet and to be risk averse.


    His attention to detail and grasp of numbers were phenomenal. His old-school accounting training eschewed the use of a calculator. He had no interest in hearing opinions; he relied only on numbers and facts. For him, keeping the lid on costs and always having enough cash in the bank were paramount.


    We frequently travelled to Cape Town on business and I couldn’t help smiling at Dave’s repeated complaints that unused jam sachets included in the onboard meals were not being recycled. He did the maths on the sachets but I don’t recall the numbers he came up with.


    When he was on a flight, he would ask the crew to provide the manifests listing the other passengers’ names and email addresses, so he could better understand the market. He would use this information to ensure we kept our airline running optimally.


    Dave had the quality of being both a visionary and a details guy. In 1998, he correctly identified the strategic need for Comair to secure the British Airways (BA) franchise for the southern African region, providing us with a superior business brand to capture the premium passenger market from South African Airways. He also saw the opportunity to launch Kulula, the first low-cost airline in South Africa, which we did successfully in 2002.


    Driven by Dave, these strategic business expansion decisions were massive and ensured Comair’s dominance in the leisure and business market segments for the next 20 years. We were able to serve premium business travellers and low-fare leisure travellers with the separate BA- and Kulula-branded products.


    On the flip side, Dave avoided personal conflict at all costs and it seemed to me that his risk-averse approach cost us many growth opportunities and opened the way for several more aggressive competitors to rise and fall in their attempts to challenge Comair.


    Piet ensured that Comair ran a smooth, safe and reliable airline, while Martin, a non-executive director at the time, was always the gentleman and had an ethical bent that is not common in the airline industry. He provided a level head and a steady influence when things were moving out of kilter.
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    Comair board meetings were an eye-opener for me. Dave rushed through the agenda and everyone else simply nodded their heads in agreement when each item came up for discussion. Dave paused only to accept whatever advice our highly respected director, Meyer Kahn, might offer.


    Kahn was a business legend in South Africa and globally and he epitomised the word ‘presence’. A tall man, when he entered a room people inevitably gravitated towards him. He commanded respect simply by being real, self-deprecating, funny, unpretentious and always being the ‘Boykie from Brits’.


    These attributes enabled him to build SA Breweries (SAB) into the biggest brewer in the world. When questioned about its 90 per cent share of the market, he would quip: ‘That’s a solid base from which to build a decent market share.’


    Embarrassingly, we once served him expired SAB beers in Comair’s boardroom. Unfortunately, Comair had never developed a healthy drinking culture and refreshments in the boardroom fridge could languish there for years.


    At this point, I was relatively young and inexperienced and during board meetings I generally spoke only when spoken to. I recall an early instance when the board was considering whether to institute legal action against SAA for what we regarded as an abuse of its market dominance. SAA offered travel agents huge commissions – which we were unable to match – to achieve sales targets.


    Dave was against the proposal, fearing retaliation from the government, which owned SAA. The matter went round the table and everyone expressed support for action against SAA. At the end of the process, Dave announced that we would not pursue the matter and the meeting swiftly moved on to the next agenda item. It was clear to me who ran the show.


    Later, Dave changed his mind and Comair made legal history by pursuing SAA in a 15-year legal case that challenged the so-called override commissions. The company ended up winning a R1.1 billion settlement that was remarkable for two reasons: it was South Africa’s biggest competition claim and its longest-running civil claim.


    Unfortunately, only R350 million of the amount we were owed had been paid before SAA went into business rescue in 2019 – a process that removed its obligation to settle the R750 million balance owing to Comair. In hindsight, it has not escaped me that if this claim had been settled a year earlier, Comair would probably still be in business today.
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    I soon settled in at Comair and gradually assumed more responsibilities. My biggest achievement was convincing the airline to lease Boeing 727 aircraft from Safair, despite internal resistance from the Comair pilot body. Regardless of the economics, pilots’ self-esteem is tied to the type of aircraft they fly. They would invariably support operating newer uneconomical aircraft rather than older economical aircraft.


    Although these 727s were old fuel-guzzlers, I calculated that with a strong rand and the oil price under $20 a barrel, the aircraft would be cash cows. Indeed, they were, and they transformed Comair. We introduced six into our fleet.


    Our turnover doubled to more than R600 million a year within three years of my arrival and, more importantly, we had a cash balance of well over R200 million. The six 727 leases drove the growth. This was proof to me that accountants should run airlines – not the pilots, who disdained the older aircraft and were not reticent about expressing their views on accountants making fleet decisions.


    I was soon promoted to financial manager and my first big project was to do the legwork for the deal that would see Comair acquiring the regional BA franchise.


    Dave Novick had correctly concluded that the higher fares we could charge the business market would be a big revenue earner. To succeed in this corporate market, we needed a premium brand, a superior product and a global customer-loyalty programme. The BA franchise provided all of these.


    Since the deregulation of the South African airline industry in the early Nineties and Comair’s expansion into jet operations, the airline had positioned itself as a cheap alternative to SAA. This meant the Comair brand would never be able to attract a proper share of the business market, which was locked into the SAA Voyager frequent-flyer programme.


    The desire to win these premium business customers may seem strange to younger readers but this was 1996, before the global dominance of low-cost airlines. BA’s slogan of ‘The World’s Favourite Airline’ was unchallenged, so being able to use its brand for one of our businesses held an immense attraction.


    My negotiations to acquire the BA franchise for Comair, which were held with British airline executives, were very different from my dealings with my South African counterparts. At home, an agreement would invariably be sealed after straight talking and a handshake, paperwork being sorted out later. However, I soon learned that when a Brit said, ‘We would prefer not to’, it was the equivalent of a South African telling you, ‘Absolutely no way. Forget it.’


    Nevertheless, in 1996 we concluded what we considered to be an excellent deal with BA. The franchise fee payable, which included the use of all BA’s booking and operational systems, cost less than the insurance saving we made when we were admitted to BA’s global aircraft insurance programme. It was truly an accountant’s dream deal.


    In effect, it meant Comair could use the world’s best airline brand, systems, distribution network and global frequent-flyer membership scheme – for free. It came as no surprise to us that we immediately started eroding SAA’s dominance in the South African business market.


    As an aside, on the eve of the launch of our BA-franchised operations, the Sunday Times in Johannesburg ran a front-page story alleging corporate espionage by Comair against SAA. Under the headline, ‘SAA in shock spy claim’, the newspaper reported that a Comair employee had been accessing SAA’s ticket reservation system. This would have meant we had direct access to SAA’s pricing strategies on all their routes.Apparently, SAA had failed to cancel the access codes of an employee when he resigned months earlier and joined Comair. Obviously, instituting an investigation would have embarrassed SAA regarding its poor access controls and the matter died a quiet death. Comair was also red-faced about the affair and was happy for the matter to be dropped.
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account from an insider,
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