South Africa’s Compliant Paint & Hardware Retailers Under Siege – How Industry Unity Can Drive Change

By Dr Ivor Blumenthal

South Africa’s R13 billion paint and hardware retail sector faces an existential threat: rogue traders operating outside the law, enabled by weak enforcement and supply chain vulnerabilities. While compliant retailers adhere to taxation, safety standards, and fair labour practices, illicit competitors undercut prices by evading regulations, putting communities at risk in the process.

This crisis demands industry-wide collaboration, spearheaded by organizations like the South African Retail Paint and Hardware Association (SARPHA) under the SA Paint Manufacturing Association (SAPMA) umbrella. Together, compliant retailers can fight for fair trade, enforcement reform, and consumer safety.

1. The Crisis: Compliant Retailers Pay More to Lose

A. The Cost of Compliance vs. Illicit Trade’s Advantage
· Formal retailers bear costs rogue traders avoid:
· VAT, income tax, licensing fees (Businesses Act, No. 71 of 1991).
· Safety compliance (storage, training, Hazardous Substances Act).
· Staff salaries, rent, utilities—expenses that informal sellers bypass.
· Result? Price-sensitive customers flock to illicit traders, eroding compliant retailers’ viability.

B. The Role of SARPHA in Advocacy
· SARPHA represents retailers’ interests, lobbying for:
· Stronger enforcement of trading permits and hazardous goods laws.
· Fair supply chain practices to prevent diversion to illicit traders.
· Tax relief/incentives for compliant businesses.
· Retailers must join SARPHA to amplify their voice—fragmentation helps rogue trade thrive.

2. The Deadly Consequences of Unregulated Trade

A. Gas, Flammables & Toxic Paints in Communities
· Unlicensed LPG sales cause leaks, fires, and explosions (e.g., 2023 Johannesburg tragedy).
· Lead-based paints (banned under Hazardous Substances Act) still sold illegally.
· No accountability—when disasters strike, brands and compliant retailers suffer reputational harm.

B. How SARPHA Drives Safety Standards
· Works with SAPMA and regulators to:
· Educate municipalities on enforcing safety laws.
· Promote consumer awareness of risks from illicit products.
· Develop industry best practices for hazardous goods handling.

3. Solutions: Enforcement, Unity & Strategic Action

A. Fixing Broken Enforcement - Local governments must:
· Penalise unlicensed traders (especially those selling gas/flammables, illegal paint).
· Audit supply chains for hazardous product leaks.
· SARPHA’s role: Pushing for dedicated metro task forces to inspect high-risk areas.

B. Strengthening the Compliant Retailer Network
· Suppliers should prioritise SARPHA-aligned retailers with:
· Exclusive product ranges.
· Volume discounts to offset compliance costs.
· Retailers must actively participate in SARPHA—membership drives policy change.

C. Consumer & Community Engagement
· SARPHA-led campaigns to:
· Highlight dangers of buying non-compliant paints/gas.
· Promote “Buy Legal, Buy Safe” initiatives.

4. The Double Burden: Compliance vs. Competition Constraints

While battling rogue traders, compliant retailers face additional pressure from well-intentioned but often restrictive regulations. The Competition Commission's strict enforcement against perceived anti-competitive behaviour can inadvertently handcuff legitimate retailers from:
· Formulating collective buying groups to offset costs
· Sharing best practices on compliance and safety standards
· Implementing industry-wide quality verification systems

Simultaneously, other statutory bodies impose overlapping requirements:
· Local municipalities demanding separate licensing regimes
· Environmental affairs departments enforcing complex waste disposal rules
· OHSA mandating costly safety protocols that illicit traders ignore

This regulatory maze creates a perverse outcome: the most compliant businesses face the highest barriers to survival. The result is retailers spending more time on compliance than innovation, precisely when they need to compete most aggressively. 

SARPHA plays a critical role in navigating this complexity by:
· Advocating for regulatory streamlining
· Securing exemptions for safety-focused collaborations
· Lobbying for "green channel" compliance recognition
· Providing legal guidance on competition law boundaries

Only through SARPHA's collective voice can these constraints be reformed to support rather than strangle legitimate business.

5. A Call to Action for Compliant Retailers

The path forward requires:
1. Government accountability – Enforce existing laws.
2. Supplier responsibility – Support compliant retailers, not illicit trade.
3. Industry unity under SARPHA – Only collective action can rebalance the market.

What Compliant Retailers Must Do Now:
· Join SARPHA – Strength lies in numbers.
· Report illicit traders – Document and escalate cases.
· Educate customers – Safety and compliance have value.

The South Africa’s paint and hardware sector cannot survive half compliant, half rogue. The time to act is now.

Why SARPHA Membership Matters
· Lobbying power – Influencing policy at municipal/national levels.
· Safety standards – Access to training, best practices, and regulatory updates.
· Supplier partnerships – Negotiating better terms for compliant retailers.

Together, we can reclaim this industry.


