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A Gauteng factory which employs disabled
workers has produced 250m electrical
products
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Lesco employees assemble electrical products.

Lesco

e Lesco employs 105 people, most of whom are differently abled.

Lebogang Mashigo describes her career at Lesco as a "lucky story"

e Lesco’s strategy is to grow it beyond South Africa’s borders, into the rest of the continent,
the US and Europe, through partnerships.

In just a few minutes on the Light Electrical Switch Company’s (Lesco Manufacturing's) factory
floor, Lebogang Mashigo proves why she is a supervisor at the company that has made it its
business to employ people with disabilities.
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Mashigo, who's much shorter than most people on the floor, has a brisk reassuring walk and her
confident energy belies her the shyness she's felt most of her life, from feeling as though she
does not fit in.

The supervisor is one of 105 people who work at Lesco in Heidelberg, Gauteng, assembling
products such as light switches, sockets, adaptors and multiplugs. From explaining which part
goes where and ensuring that evenything is done properly, encouraging and giving clear
instructions, Mashigo has a reassuring air about her.

Like many of her colleagues, Mashigo, too. has a physical disability. The Daveyton, Gauteng
native has been working at Lesco for the past two years, as part of staff cohort made up of
people who would have typically been sidelined for their jobs, based on their disability or skill
lewel.

s READ | Manufacturing preduction bounces back following July unrest

She raises her calm but firm voice to just a little owver the bustle on the factony floor where other
workers are huddled over different components of electrical components. They laugh and talk
as they work swifthy and Mashigo explains what they are doing.

She outlines the technical aspects of putting together a switched socket, from placing the
different components of the socket, to hot sealing it into a Builders branded packet.

"Try it again,” she says with her smile coming through her mask after a failed attempt.

One more try and the bag is sealed. Mashigo says a few words of encouragement and she’s on
her way to her next task.

The supenvisor, who was promoted a year into her job on the assembly line, makes evenything
she does look effortless. But life hasn't been too easy for the 35-year-old who found herself at
home, unemployed.

Mashigo says finding a job was a struggle and that many companies were not interested in
hiring someone with a disability, or who doesn't have matric or a post-matric gualiflcation.

"They dom't look for people like us [who] maybe can't read, maybe can't speak,” she says.

But that was two years ago, before she was introduced to Lesco by youth development
nonprofit organisation, Afrika Tikkun. Today. Mashigo has improved on her literacy skills.

"My parents were also proud because now | know how to write some of the letters,” she says.
« READ | 5A on path of de-industrialisation, and this needs to change fast - Godongwana

The supervisor describes her career as a "lucky story”, explaining that that working at Lesco has
been an amazing experience that has given her independence.
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Lesco CEO Jonathan Shapiro beams proudly at Mashigo as she tells her story. For him, running
the business is part of a legacy his grandfather Natie started in 1958 when he founded Switch
King.

Lesco employees assemble electncal products

Lesco

The company would undergo its biggest transformation 41 years later under the leadership of
Shapiro’s father David, who renamed the company Lesco in 1999. David, a self-taught engineer
with no formal degree, learned the ropes from Natie.

"And he [David] decided to create a business model where we can employ people living with
disabilities,” says Shapiro.

Pointing at a two-pin adaptor, Shapiro explained that David designed the product to be easy to
assemble without machinery. The adaptor is one of more than 300 types of products the staff
assembles.

Shapiro says he is not academic and much like his father, he learnt about the business on
Lesco’s floor, from a shadow work contract in 2010 to becoming a sales director in 2012. He has
since been appointed CEO and is continuing the family’s legacy.

In its history, the company has manufactured more than 250 million products and makes
betweaen nine and ten million a year. Mot only has Lesco managed to cut distributors out of
business, but it has also secured co-brand partnerships with some of South Africa’s largest listed
companias like Builders and Dis-Chem.
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This means that Lesco’s brand appears on the retailers’ packaging, along with its story. The
group’s social impact story is at the heart of its success with retailers, who were impressed
enough to enter into-partnerships with Lesco.

A Lesco employee assembles an adaptor

Lesco

What has also helped the company - which is chaired by former Exxaro CEO Sipho Nkosi - clinch
important deals is inviting its customers to the factory, where they join the assembly line and
make a product next to someone who is differently abled.

During the Covid-19 pandemic, the company, which operates without government funding, more
than doubled its staff and increase its profit as people worked from home and took on major
renovation projects.

Lesco’s strategy under Shapiro is to grow it beyond South Africa’s borders, into the rest of the
continent, the US and Europe, through partnerships. And since it is a big part of its DNA, the
company is looking out for like-minded businesses, that focus on disability inclusion.

Source:

https://www.news24.com/fin24/companies/a-gauteng-factory-which-employs-disabled-workers-has-
produced-250m-electrical-products-20211016
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