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Alongside high levels of inequality, South Africa has seen 
increased social fragmentation over recent years. In 2014, we 
witnessed the fracture of the Congress of South African Trade 
Unions, with the expulsion of its largest affiliate, the National 
Union of Metalworkers of South Africa. The fifth Parliament 
descended into chaos in what seems to have been the ANC’s 
attempt to undermine the rules of the game in a multiparty 
democracy. It would appear that the South African social 
fabric achieved under Mandela’s leadership has begun to 
unravel.

Poverty and growing inequality have been a constant 
feature of South Africa’s democracy, and are likely to under-
mine prospects for social cohesion. Racial inequality remains 
salient but, increasingly, class is becoming a key source of 
division (as identified by South Africans in the South African 
Reconciliation Barometer). Wage inequality and unemploy-
ment are the biggest drivers of income inequality in South 
Africa. High rates of unemployment continue to impact on  
the rights of South Africans and, more glaringly, on the future 
prospects of young people. The aspirations of underprivileged 
youth are further obstructed by a poor quality education 
system. South Africa would do well to address the skills 
shortage and human capital deficit that is crippling the 
economy.

In 2014, the economy did not perform as expected. The 
National Treasury revised its growth estimates downwards 
from 2.7 per cent to 1.4 per cent. For 2015, growth is forecast 
at 2.5 per cent, still far below the target of 5 per cent set  
by the National Planning Commission in order to achieve the 
‘Vision for 2030’ in accordance with the National Development 
Plan. South Africa was also hit by a downgrading of its credit 

ratings by the top three rating agencies. The country’s fiscal 
prudence, which was regarded as a key strength, is on shaky 
ground with analysts raising concerns about deficit levels  
and a fast-growing public sector wage bill. 

It is unsurprising, therefore, that emerging from the 2014 
elections, which marked 20 years of democracy, the ANC 
government has prioritised radical economic transformation 
for the next five years. Indeed, to produce radical outcomes, 
South Africa will have to change course and not merely do 
more of the same. Central to achieving its ambitious goals,  
the government will have to focus on the efficient management 
of state resources against a backdrop of escalating corruption. 
It will also have to work on rebuilding a social pact with the 
private sector and other social partners, with the introduction 
of labour market reforms as a goal. 

It is encouraging that the number of people living in 
extreme poverty has dropped. Social grants continue to play 
an important role as social safety nets to protect the most 
vulnerable in our society, especially children. 

It is in this vexed context that the IJR continues to remind 
South Africans about the founding values of their Constitution, 
reconciliation and justice – values crafted from the ruins of 
apartheid at a time when their realisation seemed most 
unlikely. I trust that this edition of the Transformation Audit  
will further policy debate about what trade-offs are required 
of us to improve the well-being of South Africans and to 
promote a growing and inclusive economy. 

Dr Fanie du Toit
Executive Director: Institute for Justice and Reconciliation

Preface
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With the celebration of 20 years of democracy in 2014, it was 
an opportune moment for South Africa to take stock and 
critically assess progress made towards consolidating its 
fledgling democracy. To this end, the essential building blocks 
for a flourishing democracy are credible and strong demo-
cratic institutions, a vibrant political culture and, by no means 
less vital, an inclusive and growing economy. South Africa’s 
liberal Constitution provides a wide array of independent 
institutions to support democracy. The performance of 
Chapter 9 institutions, in particular, has been under scrutiny 
ever since they were first established under Chapter 9 of the 
new Constitution. With notable exceptions, most of these 
institutions have not gained much credibility over the years 
and have simply faded into the background.

Entities like the Independent Electoral Commission (IEC), 
the Auditor-General and the South African Human Rights 
Commission have performed relatively well and often have 
served as best practice models outside South Africa. Since 
1994, the IEC has done a sterling job in delivering free and fair 
elections. However, its future credibility was at stake follow-
ing the lease agreement debacle involving the Commission’s 
chairperson, Advocate Pansy Tlakula. In a complaint lodged 
by Bantu Holomisa of the United Democratic Movement and 
others, the Public Protector found Tlakula guilty of misconduct 
in awarding the lease procurement deal for the IEC’s head-
quarters to her business partner, Thaba Mufamadi. She was 
eventually forced to resign after the 2014 elections, following 
a ruling by the Electoral Court that she be removed from her 
position. Tlakula’s application to the Constitutional Court to 
appeal the ruling was rejected, and her eventual resignation 
was critical to safeguard the integrity of this institution.

The laudable achievements of the present Public Protector 
are most noteworthy. For the first decade and a half of South 
Africa’s democracy, the office of the Public Protector main-
tained a low profile and was relatively unknown to citizens. 
Since coming into office, Adv. Thuli Madonsela has been widely 
commended for implementing her constitutional mandate 
without fear or favour, particularly in cases involving high- 
profile figures. This was certainly not always the case. Her 
predecessor, Adv. Lawrence Mushwana showed little appetite 
for taking on the ruling party, especially in instances where 
this involved people in its higher echelons, as was the case 
with the alleged role that ANC heavyweights Tokyo Sexwale 
and Kgalema Mothlante played in the so-called Oilgate party-
funding scandal.

The current Public Protector has gained high levels of public 
trust, with findings from the South African Reconciliation 
Barometer (SARB) Survey of the IJR showing that 64 per cent 
of South Africans have faith in this office. The institution’s 
ranking is exceeded only by citizens’ trust in religious institu-
tions. The same cannot be said of government institutions and 
national leaders. The survey’s analysis of the ten-year period 
2003–2013 shows decreased levels of public trust in leaders 
and the executive institutions. 

A marked decline in public trust in Parliament is of great 
concern. Trust levels decreased sharply by 12.7 per cent from 
61.6 per cent in 2003 to 48.9 per cent in 2013. This worrying 
trend points to a decaying parliamentary system that is 
increasingly failing to exercise its requisite oversight of the 
executive.

Parliament’s failure to perform its oversight function 
effectively has given fresh impetus to the debate on electoral 
reform, first raised by the 2003 Slabbert Commission Report. 
As it stands, there is a wide consensus that the current electoral 
system of pure proportional representation provides substan-
tial incentives for the executive to buy the allegiance of the 
legislature. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the out-
comes of the parliamentary ad hoc committee set up to deal 
with the Public Protector’s recommendations in the Nkandla 
Report.

The controversial committee commenced its work with- 
out the participation of opposition parties, which walked out 
on what they judged to be a spurious process aimed at 
undermining the Public Protector. This effectively meant that  
only ANC MPs were to decide on whether to enforce the 
recommendation of the Public Protector that the President 
pay back the portion of state money spent on the non-security 
items in the upgrading of his private home. Given the fact that 
MPs are elected through party lists, it was almost impossible 
that this committee would produce a non-biased outcome 
and, consequently, its findings were bound to be contentious.

With the ad hoc committee absolving President Zuma of any 
liability, the first months of the fifth Parliament were marked 
more often than not by pandemonium. While some observers 
criticised the lack of decorum among MPs, certain quarters 
held the view that Parliament had become much more robust. 
The fact that opposition parties, that tended to take positions 
against each other in the National Assembly, were united over 
the Nkandla issue, and against the strong-arm tactics of the 
Speaker, is likely to build a stronger parliamentary opposition 

Introduction
Ayanda Nyoka
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if sustained. The inherent weaknesses of a system with a 
single dominant party are reinforced by a weak opposition, 
and this is detrimental to political accountability. 

Against a backdrop of institutional weaknesses and limited 
accountability, civil society organisations (CSOs) have played 
an important role in strengthening South Africa’s democratic 
political order. Historical alliances established between the 
ANC and civil society formations in the struggle against 
apartheid created conditions for a more collaborative relation-
ship between the new regime and CSOs, at least in the early 
years of the transition. Over time, this relationship had to be 
reconfigured, with civil society taking on a stronger advocacy 
and ‘citizen-centric’ position to safeguard the rights entrenched 
in the new Constitution. In recent years, the financial sustaina-
bility of CSOs, especially those working in the governance 
and human rights sectors, has been threatened by shrinking 
international donor funding. Nevertheless, in these trying 
times, civil society has employed innovative strategies to 
mobilise across single-issue campaigns. 

For example, the Right2Know campaign emerged as a civil 
society coalition against the Protection of State Information 
Bill, and has since made important strides in changing the 
problematic aspects of the Bill. In November 2014, together 
with the South African History Archive, Right2Know secured  
a judgement in the South Gauteng High Court that instructed 
Minister of Police Nkosinathi Nhleko to make public the list  
of ‘national key points’ (NKPs), which had become a bone  
of contention with the classification of Nkandla as an NKP. 
Other similar campaigns involve a coalition of CSOs for  
the disbanding of the Sereti Commission of Inquiry into the 
‘arms deal’. Thus, the collective actions of civil society at large  
have played an important role in balancing power relations 
between citizens and the state. Nevertheless, it remains 
unfortunate that some of the key advances made by civil 
society have had to be through the courts, which is indicative 
of a government that is unyielding even when it is in the 
wrong, and this further strains relations between civil society 
and the state. 

Increasingly, new social media technologies are giving rise 
to active online publics that are connected to global networks. 
Technology transforms traditional state-citizen interface mecha-
nisms, and enhances the demand for democracy, which 
means that the state will have to be much more responsive to 
the demands of citizens.

An Achilles heel of South Africa’s democracy has been the 
slow pace of economic transformation to improve the material 
conditions of the majority of poor black South Africans. The 
country’s development trends show that the dividends of 
democracy have been felt by only a few. Most noteworthy, 
income inequality within racial groups has increased, particu-
larly in the black African population. Thus, the political stakes 
were high in the 2014 general elections. Arguably, the 
performance of the economy, against the background of high 
unemployment and the political scandals of the ruling party 

leading up to the elections, was a key factor in the minds of 
voters when they went to the polls. Much speculation arose 
about the future of the ANC, which has struggled to deliver on 
its promises of job creation, halving poverty and reducing 
inequality. 

This election seemed to potentially mark a new era in  
South Africa’s political landscape with new entrants, such  
as Dr Mamphela Ramphele’s AgangSA and Julius Malema’s 
Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF). In an unprecedented move, 
ANC stalwarts, Ronnie Kasrils, Nozizwe Madlala-Routledge 
and Jay Naidoo launched the Sidikiwe! Vukani! campaign 
ahead of the elections, calling on ANC voters to spoil their 
ballot papers. AgangSA proved to be a dismal failure, but  
the EFF’s performance was most surprising. The party won 
over a million votes, translating into 25 seats in the National 
Assembly and making it the official opposition in Limpopo 
and the North West. Commentators suggest that the EFF  
was able to garner its support base from disillusioned  
ANC constituencies and black youth most affected by high 
unemployment and lack of economic opportunities. 

The Democratic Alliance (DA) also increased its share of 
the national vote to 22.2 per cent, a 5.6 percentage point 
growth from 16.6 per cent in 2009. However, it did not make 
any significant inroads in gaining a share of the black vote, 
despite the party’s strategy of promoting rising young black 
stars, such as Lindiwe Mazibuko and Mmusi Maimane. The 
party has much work to do to convince the black electorate 
ahead of the 2016 local government elections that it can 
advance their economic interests. This follows evidence of 
ideological divisions within the party on racialised economic 
redress policies that benefit black South Africans and women. 

How South Africa moves forward in terms of the economy 
has become a key political question and, arguably, this has 
shaped the ANC’s discourse of ‘radicalism’ after emerging 
with a victory of 62.2 per cent in the elections, amid low  
voter turnout in key provinces and stiff competition from  
the EFF. This term, ‘radical’, viewed as provocative in some  
circles, drew interest among the broader policy community, 
curious to understand what radical economic transformation 
might mean. Questions have been asked as to whether it has 
any transformative potential or whether it is simply political 
sloganeering to match the radical ‘red berets’. Either way,  
it has been given substance in government policy priorities 
for the next five years, as captured in the Medium-Term 
Strategic Framework for 2014–2019.

Chapter overviews 
This year’s edition of the Transformation Audit, titled Breaking 
the mould: Prospects for radical socio-economic transformation, 
has been developed with the aim of engaging in-depth with 
the implications of the government’s radical economic trans-
formation programme on selected topics covering the four 
long-standing policy areas of the publication. A broader 
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objective is to stimulate policy dialogue on the extent to  
which the issues raised in this publication might impact on  
the policy agenda of radically transforming the economy in 
the next five years. For instance, how the changing trade union 
landscape might impact on what could be achieved is a key 
question for the government to consider. Equally, the question 
of skills acquisition is fundamental to driving economic out-
comes. The post-2015 Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
agenda will also have a bearing on South Africa’s policy 
choices in the short term. Importantly, the chapter on 
economic governance seeks to promote constructive policy 
debate on the prospects and limitations for radically trans-
forming the economy. 

Chapter 1: Economic governance
In a provocative opening chapter article, Cees Bruggemans 
discusses the limitations and opportunities for radical eco-
nomic transformation. He takes a long view of South Africa, 
looking back at the policy choices of the government over the 
past 20 years and looking forward at what choices are likely  
to secure a prosperous economic future. Bruggemans argues 
that the policies of the ruling party have produced disastrous 
outcomes and have not maximised the potential of the South 
African economy for sustained economic growth. He agrees 
that redistribution was necessary but questions the sequenc-
ing of political and economic objectives. According to the 
author, political ideologies of both the past and present 
regimes tended to distort economic development paradigms, 
effectively producing distorted outcomes in the economy. 
However, things can still be turned around, he writes, proposing 
four scenarios that could put the country on a downward or  
an upward trajectory. He further contends that the policy 
incoherencies between the National Development Plan and 
the New Growth Path will probably derail prospects for the 
much needed social pact on the economic framework. On this 
score, he adds a key constraining factor on the economy – the 
high levels of societal polarisation, which, he argues, ‘makes 
the entire “radical” agenda a double-jeopardy gauntlet’.

Chapter 2: The labour market
Against the backdrop of the rally held on 16 August 2014  
to commemorate the second anniversary of the Marikana 
massacre, this chapter’s article by Terry Bell provides an 
in-depth account of the historical events and political catalysts 
that led to Marikana. This well-researched piece offers a 
narrative of miners’ resistance that is often missing from the 
news media coverage of Marikana. Bell critiques the com-
placency of the new democratic dispensation in leaving 
unchallenged the continued exploitative practices of mining 
companies that have been sustained through the migrant 
labour system. He argues that Marikana might have been 
avoided had the different role-players paid sufficient attention, 
especially to the living conditions of miners. Bell interrogates 
the role of the National Union of Mineworkers and concludes 

that the union had become distorted, paving the way for the 
rise of the Association of Mineworkers and Construction Union. 
In his detailed account of miners’ resistance, he dismisses the 
allegations of a third force that were made by South African 
Communist Party General Secretary Blade Nzimande. Instead, 
Bell shows that the struggle over power and control of workers 
has a long history in the union movement dating back to the 
1960s. He adds that ‘What Marikana did within the ranks of 
COSATU was to bring to the surface the tensions that had 
been simmering for more than a decade’. The expulsion of 
the National Union of Metalworkers of South Africa from the 
Congress of South African Trade Unions, with speculation  
that other federation unions might also break ties, threatens to 
weaken the trade union movement. Ultimately, the biggest 
losers in this scenario are likely to be the workers.

Chapter 3: Skills and education
Getting the further education and training (FET) colleges 
better aligned to the government’s economic and industrial 
policy initiatives is a major priority, writes Andre Kraak. In  
this chapter’s article, he provides an analysis of reforms in the 
FET college sector. These reforms, he argues, have produced 
very little success. According to the author, South Africa was 
ill-advised the follow the skills regime models of Anglo-Saxon 
countries, which are supply-led. 

The curriculum reform from the old trade-oriented NATED 
programmes to the 2007 new National Certificate Vocational 
(NCV) had the most destabilising effect on colleges. Kraak 
argues that both learners and teachers were unprepared for 
the cognitive and pedagogic demands of the NCV, and this 
can be observed clearly in poor college outcomes. Another 
key critique is that employers were largely isolated in thinking 
through what reforms would be appropriate for the sector. 
This is evident in the lack of alignment between the new NCV 
and industry needs, contributing to high levels of unemploy-
ment among college graduates, he writes. 

Kraak recommends that South Africa adopt a demand-led 
model for skills acquisition. Successful models seem to be 
those that integrate economic development and workforce 
development strategies for each regional context. He further 
draws on good case studies from Oxford, the Organisation  
for Economic Co-operation and Development and the United 
States. Once the Green Paper on Post-School Education and 
Training is finalised into a White Paper, a new set of reforms 
will be set in motion, with ambitious targets to be reached  
by 2030. South Africa cannot afford to do more of the same; it 
will have to perform a careful balancing act between scale 
and impact.

Chapter 4: Poverty and inequality
2015 marks the deadline for the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), and member states have already embarked on 
a post-2015 development agenda. In the final article of this 
publication, Vusi Gumede reflects on progress and limitations 
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in achieving the MDGs in South Africa. He further discusses 
the critical policy levers required ahead of a post-2015 
development agenda. Inappropriate and ineffective policy-
making, he argues, has restricted South Africa’s ability to meet 
all of the MDGs on time. Gumede asserts that South Africa’s 
policies have tended to be too general, instead of being specific 
to the country’s historical context of apartheid colonialism.

The compromises made in facilitating the ‘elite transition’  
in South Africa constrained development, he argues. South 
Africa failed to set up appropriate policy reforms to boost 
economic growth, job creation and human capital develop-
ment. These areas, he notes, were critical success factors for 
the MDGs. Gumede finds that scant progress was made on 
poverty reduction and on the health-related and environmental 
sustainability areas. Anticipating the post-2015 development 
agenda, he recommends an emphasis on addressing poverty 
and income inequality and job creation, and on establishing  
a new consensus around the development framework.

Prospects for radical economic transformation
For democracy to be meaningful it has to give substance to the 
notion of citizenship, which should secure all forms of rights, 
including socio-economic rights. The extent to which citizens 
can assert themselves and fully enjoy the rights enshrined  
in the Constitution is determined largely by material access. 
Thus, creating an inclusive economy not only promotes human 
dignity, but is also likely to bridge the existing gap between 
the state and citizens. Breaking the impasse on the economy 
requires decisive leadership and improved dialogue among 
social partners.
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The Economy at a Glance

In the 2014 Medium Term Budget Statement, the growth estimate for the year was revised downwards from 2.7 per cent to 1.4 per cent 
due to global and domestic factors. The ongoing energy crisis, coupled with skills shortages and other constraints, continues to impact 
negatively on South Africa’s growth trends. The National Treasury has projected growth levels to increase to 2.5 per cent in 2015. Creating 
a more inclusive economy will no doubt rely on increased and sustained growth levels of at least 5 per cent as set out in the National 
Development Plan. The government’s consolidated budget deficit for the year is estimated to widen to 4.1 per cent from the 4 per cent 
projections of February 2014. The National Treasury has warned that public debt is fast approaching ‘the limits of sustainability’, and this 
could see the government reprioritising spending to service debt, away from planned infrastructure programmes. It is also likely to raise 
taxes. The continued bailing out of parastatals like Eskom is likely to have a negative impact on deficit levels. The Financial and Fiscal 
Commission has cautioned that across-the-board cuts to control debt may threaten good programmes. Noticeably, the public sector wage 
as a percentage of GDP has been growing. It is worrisome that the negative budget deficit trend correlates with a growing public sector 
wage bill. The ratio of gross fixed capital formation to GDP (a measure of investment spending) is still below the peaks of 2007 and 2008. 
According to the National Planning Commission, the acceptable standard for infrastructure investment is 25 per cent of GDP.

1.4%
South Africa’s 
projected GDP 
growth for 2014

South African year-on-year GDP growth, 1994–2015
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South Africa
Brazil
China
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Russia

Budget  
expenditure 2014/2015

Expenditure 
in Rbn

Percentage of 
expenditure

Basic education 188.0 16.6%

Health 145.5 12.8%

Defence, public order  
and safety

163.9 14.5%

Post-school education  
and training

53.3 4.7%

Economic affairs 195.0 17.2%

Local development and 
social infrastructure

176.4 15.6%

General public services 67.1 5.9%

Social protection 143.4 12.7%

Allocated by function 
(Total)

1 132.6 100.0%

Source: National Treasury, Budget Review 2014/2015
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Funding for employment programmes, 2013/2014

R1 731
million

R262
million

R438
million

R291
million

R611
million

R354
million

R256
million

R862
million

R953
million

R2 835
million

Community  
Work  
Programme

Expanded Public  
Works Programme 
management unit

Environmental 
programmes

Non-state sector

Tourism programmes

Incentive grant 
for municipal 
infrastructure

Incentive grant  
for social sector

Incentive grant for  
provincial infrastructureJobs Fund

National  
Rural Youth 
Service Corps

Source: National Treasury, Medium Term 
Budget Policy Statement 2014

National government

Provincial government

Local government
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Ranking of the 20 largest emerging economies on selected components  
of the Global Competitiveness Index (GCI)

Public 
institutions

Market 
competition

Labour market 
efficiency

GCI 
2014–2015 

Rank Country
2014–
2015

Since 
2010*

2014–
2015

Since 
2010*

2014–
2015

Since 
2010*

20 Malaysia 23 +21 9 +20 19 +16

24 Saudi Arabia 26 -5 33 -24 64 +2

28 China 43 +3 86 -22 37 +1

32 Thailand 93 -23 47 +6 66 -42

34 Indonesia 53 +4 57 +3 110 -26

43 Polanda 56 -2 46 +3 110 -26

45 Turkey 67 +23 44 +18 131 -4

52 Philippines 75 +49 109 +12 91 +20

53 Russia 
Federation

102 +16 119 +10 45 +12

56 South Africa 45 +8 35 +8 113 -16

57 Brazil 104 -8 135 -3 109 -13

61 Mexico 109 +1 110 +6 121 -1

66 Colombia 123 -6 127 +3 84 -15

70 India 69 -10 111 -23 112 -20

83 Iran, Islamic 
Rep.

98 -24 121 -18 142 -7

104 Argentina 138 -5 143 -5 143 -15

118 Egypt 101 -40 126 -42 140 -7

127 Nigeria 132 -10 78 +11 40 +34

129 Pakistan 125 -11 108 -10 132 -1

131 Venezuela 144 -5 144 -5 144 -6

Budget balance as percentage of GDP, 2002–2015

Source: National Treasury,  MTBPS 2011; MTBS 2012; MTBS 2013; MTBS 2014
Data notes: The data were updated from 2010/11 onwards using the relevant Medium Term 
Budget Statement for the outcome of each each. This is because each policy statement has 
estimates and forecasts for the following years, but in order to record the most accurate 
figures for each year, the most up-to-date policy statement was used for each year.  The 
2014 MTBPS was used for medium estimates for the years 2014/15, 2015/16.
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14

12

10

8

6

4

2

0

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

2005

20052000

2010

2010

2011 2012 2013 
(est)

2014 
(est)

2015 
(est)

2014  
(p)

2015  
(p)

25

20

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

15

10

5

0

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

Brazil
China
India
Russia
South Africa



Chapter 1: Economic Governance   05

Prospects for  
radical economic transformation 

Cees Bruggemans
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The great lament(s) 
Why has the South African economy not produced radical 
outcomes, 20 years after being ordained to do so by the ANC 
government? Why?

‘Radical’ is understood here to mean an end to the iniquities 
of the past, a substantial eradication of poverty, a lifting of 
education standards, a dramatic increase in productive and 
decent work at elevated income levels, a major expansion 
and change in appearance of urban centres for the better, an 
overall improvement in living standards, a productive rather 
than wasteful state machinery, a lessening of the ‘us-and-them’ 
mind-set, and an improvement in general well-being.

There has been piecemeal change. Some isolated elites have 
benefited greatly but, although the country’s poverty rate  
has dropped, few have been catapulted into circumstances  
of material security. After all, with an increasingly struggling 
economy, an improvement in access to services and an 
expansion of social welfare assistance to the poor is no match 
for secure employment. As the gap between the under-
performing economy and the material demands of citizens 
continues to grow, the more radical the nature of the change 
required becomes. When these demands outstrip the economy’s 
capacity to respond, inevitable detours will be invited through 
populism and a genuine backsliding, even collapse, of the 
political centre.

What has brought us to this point? The answer must be 
similar to the answer offered to the same question 30 years 
ago, 40 years ago, 50 years ago. If you insist on doing the 
inadvisable, despite advice to the contrary, you will reap a 
whirlwind. It can be said, in all earnestness, that the modern 
South African economy has never been given a fair chance to 
show what it is truly capable of, in both the productive and the 
distributive sense. Something, somehow, has always got in  
the way. First, it was uitlanders (foreigners) in the decades 
leading up to 1900. Then came swartgevaar (black-danger) 
until 1990. Increasingly, it was the godless rooigevaar (red-
danger) in the clothes of swartgevaar (the decades prior to 
1990). Since 1994, it has been ‘never again’ monopolistic 
witgevaar (white-danger). While such fears are real enough  
to those who have held political sway at a given time, an 
obsession with the potential scale of their impact, at the 
expense of other economic considerations, has distorted the 
prism through which the economy has been viewed and  
the parameters within which it has had to perform.

The ANC government had the opportunity to ‘right-size’ the 
economy in 1994. Instead, it went down a variety of avenues, 
none of which brought forth the results that were claimed to 
be within reach. Right-sizing the economy did not happen, 
because it could not happen, not with the way the ANC was 
running the country in terms of its policy choices. Right-sizing 
did not happen, because the ANC did not allow it to happen, 
preferring different policy prescriptions, which did not lead to 
right-sizing. This led, instead, to more distortions and under-

performance, not less. Instead, the economy was sent onto  
the field handicapped to the gills, and decried for playing a 
weak game (and, indeed, of late, losing the plot). The economy 
needs to be less burdened by the specific kind of policies  
that were inflicted on it. What it will be getting, however, if the 
tone of government policy discourse is anything to go by, is 
further (and more radical) shackling. The outcomes, I predict, 
will indeed be radical, but will turn out to be destructive; and, 
going by the last 20 years, we are halfway there already.

Can the ship still be turned around? As was the case 100, 50 
and 20 years ago, there is still little fundamentally wrong with 
the economy that cannot be fixed. It has much going in its 
favour, even when the world turns temporarily less friendly  
or accommodating, as it is bound to do from time to time. 
Thus far, the damage to our collectivity, though not minor,  
has not destroyed critical abilities and means. So, yes, the  
ship can still be turned around. It can even still be made to 
perform and, indeed, fundamentally transform outcomes by 
simply doing the right things right. To succeed, however, it 
cannot be captained by just anybody, or governed by any  
set of rules. It is also critical to assess the initial assumptions 
from which we depart on the journey towards an economy 
with better developmental outcomes. 

A view commonly expressed in government circles, which 
makes me pause and wonder about the assumptions held  
by those in the corridors of power, is that the development 
gap encountered in 1994 required a radical overhaul of the 
distributive functioning of the South African economy.

However, should this be our first priority? Perhaps it needs 
an overhaul of its productive functioning, allowing it to function 
as it should. That, in its own right, would see dramatic changes 
in distributive functioning. If these were still not sufficient, yet 
more could be contemplated regarding distributive outcomes, 
always along the way asking what it would mean for productive 
functioning, which is the ox that needs to pull us up the 
mountain in the first instance. Of course, there are those who 
believe that distributing first is the winning formula, but if  
this is so why are we sliding down the international economic 
rankings at increasing speed?

As the gap between the 
underperforming economy 
and the material demands  
of citizens continues to  
grow, the more radical  
the nature of the change 
required becomes. 
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As things stand, our dilemma can be summarised as follows. 
In 1994, South Africa needed to improve its economic 
performance radically in order to substantially change its 
developmental performance. Yet, 20 years later, the country is 
apparently still in need of radical economic transformation, 
for the wanted outcomes have not materialised.

In recent years, the government’s stock economic response 
has been the National Development Plan (NDP), which claims 
to offer radically changed outcomes without radical departure 
from mainstream policy thinking, even as:

 » non-radical NDP implementation will be challenging, given 
the fragmentation and polarisation of the South African 
policy community;

 » stagnant growth is a reality (headwinds everywhere you 
look); and

 » the NDP magically presumes the ability to achieve its 
ambitious growth assumptions.

Something does not seem to add up here. Can the state really 
achieve anything with such an unpromising proposition? This 
is the focus of this article. It sets out to:

 » realistically assess the environment and its challenging 
internal and external conditions;

 » interrogate the conduciveness of the environment in the 
production of outcomes radically different from the present 
(questioning whether the state is creating unrealistic 
expectations); and

 » ask, as an afterthought, what will happen if the outcomes of 
the radical transformation proposed for the next 20 years 
are not radical enough.

In essence, one must not allow oneself to be bamboozled into 
believing that the right policy strategies have been followed 
to date. The economy has been handicapped instead of  
set free, and has struggled ever since getting out of the 1994 
starting blocks. If there is denial about the errors to date, the 
mistakes going forward can only end up being bigger.

So what were these mistakes and what correctives will 
undo the handicapping? After the lost decade of the 1980s, 
the South African economy was partially set free, only to be 
put back into a restrictive harness. Now we are already half-
way through another lost decade. What could set us free this 
time, giving us superior outcomes radically different from our 
contorted past?

The development gap in 1994 
When inclusive democracy finally arrived in South Africa in 
1994, it was with the flick of the pen. Thereafter, all citizens 
aged 18 or older could vote in regular national and local 
elections if registered. What could not be undone with the 
flick of a pen was the ‘development gap’ of centuries, the 

deeply different social and economic legacies bequeathed by 
past generations, and enshrined in our social and economic 
structures, marking our daily reality.

Political inequality had prevented free and fair social and 
economic competition. Instead, the playing field was rigged, in 
terms of elaborate rules of exclusion and inclusion, dependent 
mainly on race, with some having rights and access that 
others did not have. These arbitrary rules decided where and 
how one lived, with whom one could or could not associate, 
what one might or might not believe or think or express, 
where and what education or health care could be had, 
shopping done or sport played (if at all), how one travelled, 
what type of work might engage in and where, and so on into 
the minutiae of daily life.

The result was like a Rube Goldberg contraption, a con-
voluted societal structure far removed from one based on 
freedom of association, movement and choice. If this resulted 
in political and social distortion (by putting people at arm’s 
length in separate boxes), it similarly prevented the economy 
from naturally seeking the optimal mobilisation and allocation 
of resources, and functioning as an integrated whole rather 
than as many unequal, separate entities. This affected labour, 
in particular, as well as its geographical spread, the structure 
of cities, access to infrastructure, the allocation and endowment 
of capital, and the distribution of income and wealth.                  

Of course, every society and economy, to varying degrees, 
accepts inequality of outcomes, this being a reflection of ability, 
talent, skill and luck in social and economic interaction. Modern 
societies try to modify such outcome inequalities through 
taxation, subsidisation and regulation, short of creating 
debilitating disincentives to work, to save and to take risks.

Thus, modern societies reflect uneasy trade-offs between 
the strong, talented and lucky and those less so, in a broad 
societal pact underwritten by democracy, in which it is 
understood that there can be upward and downward mobility, 
without laying down precise markers, leaving it mostly to the 
market place of life and day-to-day policy-making to shave 
away at the greater excesses, which could ultimately under-
mine the implied, unwritten democratic pact.

What confronted South Africa in 1994, in a nutshell, was a 
structural reality way out of line with what a fully inclusive 
democratic social pact would accept, in terms of both 
structural legacies of the past and what would be sustainable 
into the future under the new political dispensation.

Taking the whole 1994–2014 period into consideration, the 
most positive new-era interventions were, firstly, setting us  
all free politically and, secondly, repositioning fiscal policy so 
as to get the broad fiscal burdens and supports right. This 
was the full ‘Rainbow Nation’ model. However, a large part of  
the second benefit (fiscal reprioritisation) was negated by  
the often blind emphasis on affirmative action, weakening 
capacity and governance, the proliferation of corruption  
and, linked to this, failure to provide value-for-money service 
delivery. The biggest failure here, however, was weak political 
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leadership, which fanned unrealistic expectations without 
ensuring that follow-through would be there. Aspirations 
became expectations and were turned into entitlements, with-
out reference to the ability to supply on time and to specification. 
In the process, a monster was born, demanding at every  
turn, instead of asking what it could do to make the country 
perform better so that the future could be delivered that much 
quicker for all of us. That is what President John F Kennedy 
had in mind in 1961 when said to his fellow Americans: ‘Ask 
not what your country can do for you – ask what you can  
do for your country’. It is this question that we forget to ask 
ourselves every passing day.

A new start, post-2014
When considering where we started in 1994, and where we 
are in 2014, can we be satisfied or should we be deeply 
disappointed with the level of progress made during these 
first two democratic decades?

Perhaps, we should first attempt defining what we want to 
achieve. For a long time, the largest section of our population 
was excluded from fully participating in and enjoying the fruits 
of a highly productive, modern economy. Besides the obvious 
materialistic benefits, there are also the social and spiritual 
gains that we require for self-realisation, which millions have 
lost out on.

To reverse this, from a structural perspective, we need young 
people to attend school, adding to their human capital, which, 
in turn, will stand them in good stead throughout their work-
ing and social lives. Following on this, we would like as high  
a percentage as possible of the potential labour force to be 
gainfully employed in decent work.

At the present juncture, neither reality prevails. We want 
much higher education standards (at least 60 per cent pass 
rates, in line with advanced world standards), much lower 
dropout rates throughout the school population, a high pass-
through to matric, and a very high pass-through to colleges 
and universities (think South Korea if you have to pick a  
role model).

As a consequence of the above, better educated youngsters 
will find their way into the labour market. Since it will take 
time to grow this education pipeline, strategies will have to be 
found to absorb lesser-skilled people productively, steadily 
lowering the levels of unemployment and discouragement.  
To achieve both of these objectives, we will need policy to 
shift ‘radically’ from the prevailing reality. In which direction 
will such ‘radicalism’ be encouraged to develop and with 
what kind of results/consequences?

There seem to be four distinct futures opening up for us, as 
they have done in each of the preceding 20 years, ever since 
we started on this road in 1994.

Firstly, we could leave things be and muddle through as we 
have, with no apparent change in performance parameters,  
or indeed a deterioration, depending on how the results are 

to be presented. This would put our democratic fabric under 
further strain and might ultimately culminate in societal revolt.

Secondly, we could double up on the kind of interventionist 
policies pursued to date (for instance, experimenting yet 
more with the substance of education, and favouring yet more 
interventionist trade and industry policies, following the 
prescriptive tenets of the New Growth Path) and proceed to 
land redistribution and partial mining nationalisation.

Thirdly, we could opt for different kinds of policies (for 
instance, addressing the teaching ethos, and qualifying general 
trade union power by way of the secret strike ballot and interest 
arbitration), radically departing from the present policy mix, 
and potentially having an entirely different impact. Instead  
of being a traditional commodity exporter attaining limited 
benefits from industrial import replacement, which neither 
provides sufficient incentive to intensify the long-term develop-
ment process nor offers the means to sustainably thrive in an 
increasingly competitive world, a modern approach to trade 
and industry policy would be to put far more emphasis on 
developing our human capabilities and infrastructure, and 
allowing private enterprise to use these as trading platforms 
into increasingly complex global value chains, finding export 
potential wherever it might be found.

Yet more education experimentation could lead to even 
greater backlogs if it fails to deliver. The same applies to 
further interventionist trade and industry policies, land 
redistribution and industry nationalisation. Limiting the 
powers of teachers’ unions to disrupt education, and placing 
greater demands on quality teaching, which should be the 
real basis for offering increased remuneration, and restraining 
general union power to more reasonable limits (just as 
businesses are restrained by the Competition Commission), 
could have promising potential, but might falter if it ignites 
opposition to the demands for change that it makes on 
unwilling participants.

Fourthly, is a compromise, the NDP, which can be described 
as a set of non-radical policy initiatives that, nevertheless, 
attempt to achieve ‘radical’ outcomes when measured against 
our intentions. One rationale for favouring the NDP is that  

Modern societies reflect 
uneasy trade-offs between 
the strong, talented and 
lucky and those less so,  
in a broad societal pact 
underwritten by democracy,  
in which it is understood 
that there can be upward 
and downward mobility.
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a less ‘radical’ approach might call forth less debilitating 
resistance and actually allow successful achievement if fully 
implemented without getting derailed along the way.

However, all of the above comes with a few qualifications. 
The NDP is recognised as ideologically neutral, yet it retains 
the distorting black economic empowerment and affirmative 
action emphasis. Furthermore, the government is allowing 
the ideologically neutral NDP to be accompanied by the  
non-neutral New Growth Path and Department of Trade and 
Industry-prescribed policies, in addition to which loom a 
‘social pact’ and the apparently widespread belief in some 
circles in consumption-led development (the latter having 
been tried of late in Brazil, and found wanting). So, whereas  
the NDP may be non-ideological, even non-radical, the 
government appears intent on skewing the balance of the 
policy ticket, so to speak, with baggage attractive to its 
alliance partners.

This raises a number of important questions. There is 
probably little disagreement about what a satisfactory ‘radical’ 
future in terms of outcomes could look like. We all want more 
education, more work, more income, more consumption and 
investment, more wealth, and better-looking and -performing 
cities and infrastructure, more fairly distributed. However, the 
non-radical NDP approach, with its projected radical out-
comes, appears somewhat sneaky in wanting to overcome 
any and all resistance by proceeding gradually, if persistently, 
and yet still transforming our playing fields so fundamentally. 
It would also probably be the longer road travelled, by 
retaining some distorting elements and having to internalise 
the consequences of resistance, and this presumably in the 
face of a rapidly rising tide of impatience and protest. By 
trying to please everyone, the NDP might ultimately succumb 
to its own incoherence.

Whether the NDP could survive being implemented on its 
own is unproven. As things stand, most thoughtful initiatives  
to improve education by keeping teachers accountable are 
resisted by unions. Higher salaries are not matched by 
improved outcomes. This is a societal bottleneck that needs to 
be addressed with the utmost urgency, for a lack of decisive 
progress in education outcomes would be fatal to our overall 
development performance. 

So what is the real problem holding us back? It may very 
well be the fear of change. The muddling-through scenario 
might provide more certainty, but ultimately we would run  
out of runway with the impatience of many in our midst. Could 
a solution be found through less confrontational, more com-
promised attempts of a non-radical nature that might still 
achieve the societal breakthroughs that we require?     

Our becalmed stagnation drift
Where do we find ourselves today? Vigorously modernising 
as we radically transform our society and economy, providing 
it with the means to speed up our development, reminiscent 

of successful Europeans or Asians preceding us? Steadily 
demolishing old structures and inventing destructive new 
ways of doing things that erode the capacity of the state and 
water down democratic accountability? Are we in a state of 
near suspended animation, destroying institutional fabric but 
not fast or thoroughly enough to be immediately catastrophic, 
while still adding to output, income, wealth and social safety 
nets to keep the body politic successfully afloat and the larger 
impatience and restlessness at bay?

Of these three scenarios, the last seems to fit the bill closest. 
Still creative while destroying; keeping us stationary rather 
than collapsing; and not at all succeeding in really making the 
kind of progress towards the radical job-creation, income and 
wealth outcomes that are craved most. At the same time, there 
is a proliferation of increased radicalism to break perceived 
logjams, without addressing the deeper structural causes. 

In retrospect, we have never since 1994 succeeded in 
sustainably breaking out of our ‘old’ apartheid-era ‘repressed’ 
growth potential. The promising 1994/1995 cyclical upswing 
fizzled out early; we were sideswiped by the 1998 aftermath 
of the ‘Asian Contagion’ and by our misguided response of 
currency support, and we were caught by another rand and 
interest rate shock during 2001/2002. In sum, our growth per-
formance throughout this first democracy decade remained at 
a sub-par 3 per cent (with a trend line nearer to 2.7 per cent).

Only between 2004 and 2007 did we succeed in breaking 
out towards growth of 5–5.5 per cent, but it all turned out to  
be artificial and non-sustainable, with the very temporary 
stimulus of World Cup Soccer preparations triggering the 
start of multiple public sector infrastructure projects, but their 
momentum proved unsustainable due to capacity problems.

The private sector response was a non-sustainable house-
hold mortgage, credit and motor car boom. When the dust 
settled, households were over-geared and the infrastructure 
collapse was upon us (with the first bouts of Eskom’s ‘load 
shedding’). More importantly, banks and their regulators  
had discovered that credit and debt securitisation criteria in 
many global jurisdictions were thoroughly compromised. Thus, 
South Africa also recognised that home lending standards 
had not been particularly conservative for a long while.  
The household mortgage debt tap closed abruptly as 2008 
proceeded, with events overseas causing a global panic and 
recession.

Coming out of the 2009 recession felt normal enough, but 
growth barely topped 3 per cent before 2010/2011 started  
to create queer sensations. Even with the economy heavily 
underutilised, with much slack (except in infrastructure), 
growth started to collapse anew despite accommodative 
fiscal and monetary policy stances and the new emphasis  
on unsecured, more costly credit for households.

Business confidence was doing something it had never 
done before in the 60-year post-Second World War period:  
it did not recover properly after the 2009 recession ended. 
The most telling statistic of this post-2009 period was the 
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RMB/BER Business Confidence Index. It always went to near 
zero in South African recessions and always recovered smartly 
to near 90 (out of a maximum 100 reading) in cyclical South 
African upswings. Not this time.

Something had started to fundamentally misfire. Externally, 
it was the global commodity supercycle peaking and declining 
from 2011, after more than a decade of running up steeply. 
This meant that South Africa’s terms of trade went into decline, 
eroding real national income, with slow global growth also 
tempering our main export markets.

Domestically, electricity constraints kicked in from late-
2007, which dashed hopes for higher growth rates by capping 
electricity availability, thus making production uncertain and 
inhibiting new investment. Concomitant rises in tariffs were 
felt by individuals directly, but also indirectly as a result of the 
higher cost of production that was passed on to consumers. 

Banks closed the taps on residential mortgage lending, 
tightening lending criteria to over-borrowed households. 
Residential building activity halved from peak 2007 levels and 
has traced out an extended recession trough ever since.

Major waves of labour unrest affected, at times, mining, 
manufacturing, construction, transport and public sector, 
causing output to be lost and costs to be increased.

Since President Jacob Zuma entered office in 2009, there 
has been a marked increase in the number of regulatory 
interventions made in many industries, increasing costs and 
making business life more uncertain. As growth prospects 
dwindled at home and business confidence refused to break 
into positive territory, the number of South African businesses 
announcing ambitious diversification targets in overseas 
markets, elsewhere in Africa, Asia, Europe and Australia, kept 
mounting steadily.

Government spokespersons referred to this as a ‘private 
sector investment strike’, but this was a misnomer, of course. 
Business was not the ultimate cause of dwindling growth 
opportunities. Businesses were not denying themselves 
worthwhile South African growth opportunities. Instead, it was 
the business climate that gradually deteriorated. Businesses 

are not public enterprises – they are supposed to generate 
profits and, hence, sought alternatives elsewhere to sustain 
their growth and earnings curves.

With the state not providing additional structural stimulus to 
growth during these difficult years, and the economy further 
strained by strike action, such as the platinum and metal 
workers strikes of 2014, the economy is structurally on a bad 
footing and its short- to medium-term prospects look gloomy 
(GDP growth in 2014 is expected to be less than 1.5 per cent). 
Against this backdrop, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
the South African Reserve Bank and foreign rating agencies 
have warned that more needs to be done to rekindle the 
country’s growth engines. 

Ever since 2008, the South African economy has reminded 
one of the years following the last great gold boom, which 
fizzled out after 1981/1982, with massive rand and interest rate 
shocks, and yielding a decade to 1993 of barely 1 per cent 
average growth.

That ‘lost’ decade of the 1980s mainly reflected a country 
losing the plot locally and greatly overextending itself finan-
cially (fiscally and externally) until payback time enforced its 
own discipline.

Since 2008, a new lost decade may have been taking shape 
for South Africa, partly globally instigated but mainly locally 
imposed, with as yet no end in sight to the constrained terms 
of trade externally or the supply-side caps domestically, with 
confidence at a low ebb and many businesses channelling 
their growth energies overseas for the time being.

Economic forecasts, private and public, keep talking up a 
good game of returning to 3 per cent (and higher) growth 
‘from next year’, but this has been the story since 2010. Since 
then, growth has consistently disappointed on the downside, 
and the supply-side misfires (industry, labour, infrastructure) 
have kept increasing.

Projecting forward what we know about the world economy, 
policy intentions, commodity conditions, capital flows, interest 
rates, our many supply-side constraints and government 
policy stances, there seems little likelihood of escaping this 
semi-stagnant 2 per cent sub-par growth performance for 
much of what remains of this 2010s decade. Reckoning from 
2008, this will have been another lost decade, on a par with 
the 1980s, if for slightly different reasons, but still with a major 
policy failure at the base of the many supply-side misfires.

This completes a dismal picture, one that has us contending 
not only with pre-1994 structural weaknesses (such as unem-
ployment) but also with often worse structural realities (for 
instance, in education results, municipal performance, labour 
relations restlessness and infrastructural shortcomings). 
Instead of breaking out (‘radically’ or otherwise), we appear 
to be stuck in another ‘lost’ stagnation decade. The only real 
saving grace here is that the growth in population and labour 
force has not been greater, for otherwise our structural 
problems would have intensified at a gallop under mounting 
population pressure.

Since President Jacob Zuma 
entered office in 2009, there 
has been a marked increase 
in the number of regulatory 
interventions made in many 
industries, increasing costs 
and making business life 
more uncertain.
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As things stand, we are ‘merely’ saddled with past structural 
shortcomings, more failings of our own fabrication and, by now, 
a revolutionary tide of rising aspirations, expectations and 
entitlements mostly of our own political creation, which will 
yet make things a lot more difficult as the means to address 
them continue to dwindle.

A non-accommodative world to 2020
South Africa has an open economy, with a trade dependency 
of over 55 per cent of GDP (exports plus imports), free capital 
flows (except for domestic agents beyond certain prudential 
limits and other exchange control regulations) and a flexible 
exchange rate policy (the value of the rand being set by 
market forces).

Our balance of payments on current account has been 
perennially in deficit ever since the 1994 election. With today’s 
magnitude being of the order of 6 per cent of GDP, South 
Africa relies annually on up to R250 billion of foreign capital 
inflows to balance its external books.

The JSE stock market and government bond market are 
already about 40 per cent foreign-owned. All sectors of the 
economy count a heavy presence of hundreds of multi-
nationals, many tracing their presence here for a half-century 
or (much) longer. Many of our quoted companies today have 
a major presence overseas and, in many instances, they have 
ambitions to substantially increase this foreign reach before 
the current decade is out, completing their full-fledged inter-
nationalisation. A typical JSE weighted share portfolio today 
enjoys an income stream of which an estimated 75 per cent 
originates overseas (and, consequently, is rand-hedged).

These are but a few of the dimensions showing the extent of 
our global integration, but also our dependence on global 
performance, goodwill and active interest, which have a direct 
bearing on our own well-being.

Naturally, with South Africa producing only a fraction of  
1 per cent of world GDP, our impact on global developments 
is absolutely minimal, except to the extent that we are asked 
to participate as a representative of the greater African 
continent (think of BRICS and even the G20). We were a 
founding member of the United Nations, IMF and World Bank.

The larger world, however, has an enormous influence in 
shaping our affairs, via the trade and capital accounts of  
the balance of payments. On these two scores, the world is 
hardly ever stable, either being generously accommodative 
or turning badly restrictive, depending on which role-players 
are having problems and which are getting lucky (or making 
their own luck). To be frank, we have some strange global 
cross-currents behind us, and still stranger ones apparently 
ahead of us.

The 2000s started in a wobbly fashion, with the demise of 
Long-term Capital Management and Russian debt default; but, 
thereafter, the world experienced reasonably good Western 
growth, stupendous Chinese growth, an unfurling commodity 

supercycle pushing export prices ever higher and easy 
capital availability, with overwhelming capital inflows firming 
the rand into overvalued territory (reaching R5.60 to the US 
dollar in mid-2005). The latter also helped to repress our 
inflation rate.

This happy condition started to show cracks with the onset 
of the sub-prime debacle in the Anglo-Saxon world from 
September 2007 (Northern Rock). The true financial crisis 
erupted a year later (Lehman Brothers) after which financial 
panic and recession were unleashed. South Africa did not 
participate directly in this banking and debt crisis, but was 
fully drawn into the resulting global recession, and also 
encountered the backwash from regulatory determination  
to address the root causes of the global banking crisis.

If this was a heavy negative for our export trade, the 
Western policy response was fiscally and monetarily highly 
accommodative, preventing global (and South African) 
depression from setting in, but also unleashing years of zero 
interest rates, low advanced-country bond yields and intense 
yield-seeking by global capital, favouring especially high-
yielding emerging-market assets.

South Africa, too, found itself thus favoured, and the easy 
capital access of earlier years persisted, even if now officially 
driven. These same forces also kept the commodity super-
cycle prices running for a little while longer, even as the 
Chinese growth story had already reached a breaking point 
where a change of direction became prescribed, in its case 
also only after a crisis support action.

However, 2009 was not only dominated by the US and 
Chinese central banks. A second global crisis blew up in  
the closing months of that year, this time in Europe, where  
an existential threat was unearthed in the manner that  
certain peripheral European Union countries had played the 
sovereign debt and banking game after becoming part of  
the Euro project in 2001.

Northern European insistence on a peripheral fiscal 
clean-up, and the associated loss of confidence focusing on 
the potential demise of the Euro, were of such an overwhelming 
magnitude that it forced greater European Central Bank 
(ECB) monetary accommodation, on a par with that of the 
Federal Reserve (Fed), which itself probably extended its 
policy support for a longer period than initially anticipated, 
given the precarious state of the world.

The Fed, ECB, Bank of England (BoE) and People’s Bank  
of China (PBoC), the four major central banks, were now 
engaged in unprecedented monetary support actions. Japan 
was added to this line-up from 2012, as its new prime minister, 
Shinzõ Abe, decided to follow the American example in  
trying to break free from a two-decade-long stagnation and 
deflation, relying on aggressive monetary expansion, fiscal 
accommodation and structural reform (of which the first 
proved the strongest).

Many unconventional monetary policy actions have kept 
the world supported with super liquidity at near zero interest 
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rates through to today, inflating equity and bond asset prices 
worldwide and keeping access to external funding relatively 
unconstrained even for more risky, fragile emerging markets 
like South Africa.

Although global recuperation was to be very slow after  
so many major financial crises, it nonetheless proceeded,  
however modestly initially, led by Britain and the US. These 
were also the two countries to give the earliest indication  
that they would start to dial back their unconventional policy 
stances, firstly by tapering their bond purchases, and ultimately 
by ending the super-low interest rate regimes (which by them-
selves had invited some unhealthy investment responses, 
creating new asset bubbles and debt leverage judged 
dangerous in their own right going forward).

At the time of writing in late 2014, we find the Fed and the 
BoE having ended bond purchases, with China also refusing 
to reignite monetary accommodation. In contrast, Europe  
has shown evidence of renewed economic weakening. The 
ECB has indicated that it is prepared to offer more monetary 
accommodation, but has warned that in order for its support 
actions to be effective, there really should be a measure of new 
fiscal flexibility (in financially strong countries) and structural 
reform (in countries needing this most to reignite their growth).

Such fiscal relaxation and structural reform backing, how-
ever, does not seem to be forthcoming to any adequate degree, 
requiring the ECB to continue largely unassisted in the manner 
requested.

Thus, while the ECB and the Bank of Japan (BoJ) show 
evidence of sticking with unconventional monetary policy 
stances for longer, other advanced central banks are readying 
themselves to withdraw such support, specifically from 2015 
onward starting to raise interest rates, if very gradually,  
and fully ‘normalising’ probably only from 2018. This global 
divergence in central bank policy stances is likely to feed 
major shifts in global capital flows and currencies. It is likely 
that the divergence will deepen steadily throughout 2015–
2018, in the process affecting global conditions, also for many 
emerging markets, some of which (like South Africa) remain 
highly exposed because of very large balance of payments 
deficits. 

The picture sketched here has growth and balance of 
payments implications. Various authorities (the Fed, IMF, ECB) 
have warned of slower European growth, and slower Chinese 
growth, while US growth remains modest (if persistent), with 
still considerable labour slack in evidence.

Weak global growth, and its consequences for commodity 
demand and prices, will offer headwinds for South Africa, if  
its export performance remains disappointing. 

In addition, rising US interest rates will probably need to be 
matched in exposed ‘fragile’ countries, in order to prevent 
disorderly financial market conditions, weaker currencies, 
higher inflation and interest rate shocks. 

Even so, weak export growth, weaker terms of trade and 
higher domestic interest rates over the next few years are 
likely to offer yet more headwinds for South African growth 
performance, reinforcing any weakness of domestic origin.

Thus, the outlook for the remainder of this decade towards 
2020 is somewhat grim (though not necessarily desperate), 
as low South African external export growth and prices 
combine with currency pressure and higher domestic interest 
rates to keep our growth low to very low, even when compared 
to its repressed pre-1994 apartheid potential of 3.5 per cent.

This is the best case outlook, resting partly on the assump-
tion of only a very gradual Fed policy normalisation, the 
absence of disorderliness in global financial markets, and  
the ECB and BoJ functioning throughout as a balancing act 
opposite the slowly withdrawing Fed and BoE.

Things could still turn out a lot wilder, and even more 
difficult to handle for us, especially if there were still to be 
downside surprises internationally, with new crises to contain. 
The full-horror risk of the 2010s has hardly been sketched 
yet, but what has been noted so far here is bad enough, 
hobbling South Africa’s economic performance well beyond 
its own contributions. 

South African windfalls in the 2020s and 2030s 
Although many would like to believe that it is, South Africa  
is not unique. Nevertheless, it certainly has followed a very 
particular modern development route for the past 150 years 
since diamonds were discovered. Nobel Prize-winner Arthur 
Lewis would have defined it as a resource-rich developing 
country, which achieved industrial modernity through 
commodity exporting and import substitution.

De Kiewiet (1941) claims that South Africa developed, in 
part, through experiencing economic windfalls and using 
these to get to the next level of development.

It is on this score that the old models have hardly yet run 
their course. We remain a resource-rich country whose first 
order of business is apparently not to beneficiate its human 
capital stock so that it might compete in the global market-
place and gain from international specialisation, while 
expanding its domestic economy at the same time. Instead, 
we tend to exploit our natural advantages, gain external 

Weak global growth, and its 
consequences for commodity 
demand and prices, will offer 
headwinds for South Africa,  
if its export performance 
remains disappointing.
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income windfalls and let these create import markets, which 
afterwards we try to internalise through import-substitution 
and export beneficiation efforts.

We tend to stagnate as a country in the absence of external 
windfalls, even backsliding if headwinds become too strong, 
but these episodes tend to be temporary. The world is inclined 
to correct for failure, and move on, in the process creating 
new advantages for resource-rich countries like South Africa.

One example of a global windfall was the commodity 
supercycle of the 2000s, where South Africa benefited from 
rising commodity export prices and the country’s terms of 
trade, but internally was so disorganised that mining output 
did not rise to any significant degree (with falling gold output 
negating limited rises elsewhere in mining).

Another such windfall, although not commonly recognised 
as such, was the stupendous inflow of foreign capital in the 
2000s, almost entirely ‘pushed’ by overseas triggers, and  
far outweighing the South African commodity riches of that 
decade in terms of impact on internal asset prices, the rand, 
interest rates and economic activity.

External headwinds become visible when such windfalls 
dry up. This has been our reality in the 2010s so far, with  
our export commodity dollar prices in many instances well 
down from 2011 peak levels, causing our terms of trade and 
real national income to deteriorate anew. As noted earlier, 
South Africa has been experiencing more external headwinds 
than windfalls in the 2010s, at least to date, and this is projected 
to last for at least for the remainder of the decade. But what  
of the 2020s and 2030s?

Will the wheel of fortune turn once again, as it has done 
repeatedly over the past 150 years? Could it give us yet more 
resource windfalls? Would this, into the bargain, provide an 
incentive to stay with our traditional development model? 
Would we keep relying on infusions of natural riches to lift  
our national income, exploit expanding import markets to 
substitute and further industrialise and modernise the local 
economy, also by beneficiating mining exports? Would we 
rather make it our priority to use the proceeds of resource 
windfalls to beneficiate our human capital stock as a first 
priority? Should we make our own luck through foreign trade 
by participating more aggressively in global value chains?

These are not small questions; indeed, they define our entire 
development ethos, as much in the past as in the future. Will 
we break our ‘De Kiewiet mould’ (relying mainly on resource 
windfalls as development push factors) and change our 
national character away from the Lewis typification (remaining 
a resource rich country modernising through import sub-
stitution and export beneficiation), instead of making our human 
capital stock the centrepiece of our development efforts?

As things stand, there remains a great conviction that further 
beneficiating our mining output is the development route to 
take. Yet we do not have the electricity to do so. Instead, should 
we not simply use our resource endowment and any windfalls 
coming our way as national income generators that will allow 

a greater emphasis on beneficiating our human capital stock, 
and engaging more deeply with global trade by participating 
more intensely in global value chains at the core of modern 
global trading?

At the bottom of headwind decades, mired in stagnation of 
whatever origin, there tends to develop a restlessness about 
the absence of progress, providing an incentive to explore 
‘new’ development approaches.

The present decade seems to represent an instance of 
history repeating itself. This time, will we really make a break 
with the past? Will we once more want to beneficiate mining 
output, instead of sustaining mining as an income generator 
and focusing mainly on ‘beneficiating’ our human capital and 
through it seek richer and more widespread human develop-
ment? The 2020s and 2030s will probably again offer at  
least three potential windfalls to South Africa. Their presence 
may tempt us to continue with the old development choice  
of trying to beneficiate yet more metal, but it will also offer  
the possibility of using mining and other windfalls as income 
generators that will allow us to shift development emphasis 
towards beneficiating human capital. 

We do not need to stick narrowly to the Lewis/De Kiewiet 
development model. There is scope to go wider, given our 
enormous structural development backlogs and the need to 
achieve a more comprehensive, complete development result.

However, within this context there remains obvious scope to 
benefit fruitfully from any fortuitous resource windfalls coming 
our way, provided these are utilised to general advantage 
rather than being captured and harvested by narrow interests 
driven by self-enrichment.

Still, temptation will lurk at every corner, for the potential 
windfalls could again be very substantial. In particular, gold, 
platinum, coal, diamonds, iron ore and plain foreign capital  
flows have offered serial resource windfalls these past 150 
years, with every wave somewhat different in composition  
to the previous one. The 2020s and 2030s promise to be no 
different, with yet another new resource mix and twist.

Firstly, one obvious priority for the world will be to 
recuperate fully from the Anglo-Saxon and European financial 
and economic crises of the 2000s. If, at the same time,  

The world is inclined to 
correct for failure, and  
move on, in the process 
creating new advantages  
for resource-rich countries 
like South Africa.
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Japan could escape more successfully from its stagnation  
and deflation realities of the past three decades, and China 
could make good progress in moving away from its 
infrastructure-investing-and-exporting paradigm towards a 
more consumption-based one, along with a healthier financial 
system, the world economy would be geared for faster growth 
from these traditional sources. In addition, it could also be 
getting new stimulus from fast-growth regions elsewhere in 
Asia, Africa, Latin America and Central Europe. Such an out-
come might not look like a windfall, but compared to the  
slow growth of the 2010s, such a global speed-up would be 
fortuitous for us and other emerging markets like us. 

Secondly, the global commodity cycle may end its under-
performance of the 2010s as faster global growth and higher 
demand intersect with more constrained commodity supply 
after some years of restrained new commodity investment. 
Commodity prices could re-enter a rising phase in the  
2020s. In the first instance, this would offer South Africa 
another opportunity to benefit from improving terms of trade, 
boosting national income, as during the 2000s. As a second 
consideration, it would offer us another opportunity to partici-
pate in a global commodity output upswing, something we 
foreswore during the 2000s, but which we would be wise  
not to forgo in the next such global upswing.

Thirdly, there is already clear evidence of yet another 
commodity arrow to add to our richly endowed country’s 
quiver. International technological breakthroughs have come 
up with methodologies that allow for the so-called ‘fracking’ 
exploitation of shale gas. South Africa reportedly sits on the 
fifth-largest reserves of such gas in the world in the Karoo 
Basin. It potentially makes us as rich as Saudi Arabia in terms 
of energy reserves.

While the preparatory stage might take a decade or longer, 
especially to address environmental concerns, once the 
regulatory requirements have been met, full exploitation may 
proceed. Such gas exploitation may initially feed into electricity 
generation (and even, over subsequent decades replace 
coal-fired generation). Thereafter, it might ultimately replace 
our present oil imports (currently running at US$20 billion 
annually on average).

These are enormous resource potentials, which, as well as 
demanding large-scale fixed investment in new plant and 
infrastructure, would offer further stimulus to our development.

This new wealth of energy, probably only gradually gearing 
up in the course of the 2020s, will thereafter have the potential 
to enrich our development not only for decades, but even  
for centuries to come if the reserve estimates are anywhere 
close to realistic, and the technology proves enduring.

Both a successful right-sizing of the world economy and the 
completion of the pilot work on shale gas fracking and its 
regulatory demands this decade would position South Africa 
for another major development push in the 2020s, possibly 
only reaching full thrust in the 2030s and beyond.

If such global advantages and natural resource boosters 

could be coupled to greater success in getting our develop-
ment efforts to perform, especially by boosting our human 
capital and infrastructure stock (rather than seeking salvation 
in yet more metal beneficiation, as in the past, never mind 
making poor and expensive bets (such as on nuclear energy), 
our growth story would probably be quite different to that of 
the two decades since 1994.

The central theme would then become the harvesting of 
our youthful demographic dividend, so far left completely 
dormant. The term ‘radical’ might even become appropriate 
in describing such a possible outcome for future decades.   

Societal polarisation: resistance to change 
Authoritarian systems do not necessarily have it easy, but they 
often can force through change, despite much opposition, 
however unwanted and misguided the change may be (for 
there are no other natural checks on its soundness).

Democracies, in this respect, are sounder in being able to 
mobilise far greater expertise than the authoritarian power, 
and in having the will of the political majority acknowledged, 
via either the government or interest groups. Even so, 
democracies may become so fragmented and ultimately 
polarised that the ability to overcome resistance to major 
structural changes can be debilitating, with even relatively 
small minorities successfully obstructing major proposals.

South Africa passed through its authoritarian phases 
(colonialism, white minority rule and ultimately apartheid) 
and found itself for the past 20 years in a majority-dominated 
democratic phase. Nevertheless, fragmentation has been  
with us from the beginning, and we find our society today far 
advanced in its political polarisation, where interests often 
differ fundamentally and where any major change initiatives 
are obstructed successfully, often even by small splinter groups.

It may appear easy to build an additional one million 
housing units in the Cape Town metropolitan region, but the 
land issues may defy you.

It may appear easy to reform education by getting teachers 
to perform better in failing schools, but try to get past the 
teachers’ unions concerned.

The secret strike ballot and interest arbitration may appear 
to be easy measures to pacify our restless industrial relations, 
but the deeper issues might not be addressed and the unions 
might not cooperate.

The government thought it could create a wonderful new 
tax source, only partially funding the maintenance and building 
of new highways while also supplying the general Treasury 
coffers. A citizen revolt was ultimately set in motion regarding 
e-tolling.

It may appear to be a cinch to exploit the Karoo Basin shale 
gas reserves, but many environmental interests will try to 
prevent it by tying it up in litigation.

It may appear simple to declare land reform, but try 
implementing it.
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One could continue down the long list of modern disagree-
ments preventing rapid reforms from being implemented, 
whether misguided or brilliant in their intentions.

This is not a minor feature of our existence, for despite having 
a majority-dominated parliamentary democracy, proposing 
structural reforms is one thing but successfully implementing 
them is something else. Is the money available? Is there the 
necessary technical and people capacity? Can well-organised 
sectoral resistance to change proposals be overcome?

Ultimately, this makes the entire ‘radical’ reform agenda  
a double-jeopardy gauntlet. Firstly, one must make sure of 
proposing the right reforms, whether radical or not; and, 
secondly, one needs to overcome resistance from whatever 
quarter it may arise.

Getting both wrong (misguided reforms, railroaded through) 
could spell potentially irreversible disasters. Getting both 
right (workable reforms and the successful overcoming of 
resistance) is the ultimate challenge.

The more ‘radical’ the proposed reforms, the more vigorous 
the likely resistance. In our kind of society today, this puts a 
premium on not only getting the reform proposals right but 
also on these being sufficiently uncontentious to provoke little 
resistance (or, at least, being able to overcome it).

South African radical reform agendas
The country’s past ensures two broadly ‘radical’ reform schools 
– those preferring big government interventions, and those 
favouring more market action.

The intellectual foundations of the one radical approach 
prefer change in the fundamental tenets along which society 
is organised, with greater emphasis, thus, on equality and less 
on market-achieved property ownership.

Incomes must be more equal, wealth must be less unequally 
spread, access to public services and infrastructure must be 
easier for all to have and afford, with the various racial groups 
and genders having their demographic profiles reflected in 
every activity or presence.

This requires state intervention in every possible nook  
and cranny of society if the inequalities engendered by past 
processes are to be rectified.

In contrast, the intellectual foundation of the other radical 
approach is to allow personal initiative, ability, talent and luck 
to decide how society organises and divides its spoils, with 
private ownership the main incentive, but with state taxation, 
subsidisation and regulation to achieve a more egalitarian 
and efficient outcome than private ownership alone would 
provide.  

Either agenda is perceived as radical by its opponents and 
at variance with its interests. Thus, we encounter enormous 
resistance to land expropriation, substantially raising tax 
burdens (income, VAT, corporate, capital gains, inheritance), 
spending excessively on social welfare, forcing through 
certain expensive (e.g. nuclear) or environmentally unfriendly 

(e.g. shale gas fracking) infrastructure investments, curtailing 
labour union rights and the freedom to strike (teachers, miners, 
public servants) and following population demographics 
rather than skill sets and talent in employment practices.

What do we have left, besides a simple shopping list and 
the ‘wish’ to achieve a certain outcome closer to one’s liking? 
Short of revolutionary upheaval, it is the South African 
Constitution, part and parcel of the historic deal that led to 
inclusive democracy.

With South Africa’s history of discord, violent clashes and 
war, and deep distrust, the Constitution is an important docu-
ment. It defines what is radical by way of departure from its 
central tenets. This document enshrines the rule of law and 
underwrites private property. Changing it requires a two-
thirds parliamentary majority. If changing the Constitution is 
not at issue, any policy changes would have to be attempted 
within its guidelines. What, then, lies within the government’s 
grasp without resorting to amendment of the Constitution?

It can ensure sound national finances, taxing judiciously in 
order to obtain resources for the state, without creating such 
disincentives as to undermine economic activity, saving and 
new investment. 

It can maintain efficiency in the public sector and, to this 
end, appoint employees on merit, in terms of well-defined 
educational criteria and experience, removing staff from 
leadership positions where they have failed, and promoting 
staff where this is in order, inspired by merit and achievement 
rather than any other consideration.

It can discipline state expenditure on salaries and benefits, 
according to state affordability, and maintain a healthy balance 
between taxing and borrowing, and between expenditure on 
social services and physical infrastructure. Such an approach 
should limit deficit financing, prevent waste and ensure sound 
planning for future infrastructure needs and the implementation 
thereof.

The state should regulate private business where appro-
priate, augmenting market actions in ensuring transparency, 
efficiency and fairness, and protecting households to the 
extent deemed appropriate, but limiting its intervention to the 

With South Africa’s history of 
discord, violent clashes and war, 
and deep distrust, the Constitution 
is an important document. It 
defines what is radical by way of 
departure from its central tenets.
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necessary rather than attempting to decisively shape the nature 
and structure of businesses and the sectors they operate in.

By government being seen as supportive and fair, and 
ensuring appropriate and sufficient future infrastructure, pro-
viding a critical mass in spending demand, private businesses 
will gain confidence from such an example and leadership 
and be more inclined to invest and expand their businesses, 
expecting growth opportunities to follow.

Whereas the private sector can do the heavy lifting, given 
its capital resources, knowledge and wealth of experience, 
the government’s role can be crucial in setting an example, 
providing leadership, preventing excesses and offering 
backstop stability, taken as tokens of its strong presence to 
address major, unexpected surprises or failure of whatever 
kind as the largest, non-profit, entity with long-term vision, 
staying power and control over the levers of state (as again 
amply demonstrated in major overseas crises these past ten 
years, varying from financial, epidemic to nuclear disasters 
and war). 

Such ‘effective’ state action is not a given at any time, and can 
never be taken for granted. Indeed, its actuality is a miracle of 
organisation. Similarly, winning the confidence of private 
agents, and getting them to commit to large-scale risk-taking in 
pursuit of ultimately uncertain ends may count as miraculous.

Therefore, when one is looking for ‘radical’ means to 
achieve ‘radical’ outcomes, one does not necessarily have to 
first destroy an existing dispensation that has proven pro-
ductive wherever it has been led effectively. Neither does one 
have to bludgeon democratic agents into unwanted straight-
jackets in the name of some ideal, sterile or otherwise.

The essence of democracy is freedom, sensibly lived; and, 
following Amartya Sen (1999), one can see ‘development as 
freedom’. It is our Constitution that guarantees ‘freedom’, 
which is the golden thread linking democracy and develop-
ment. By departing from freedom, one jeopardises democracy 
and development. This is how radicalism should be seen  
and defined. 

In our state of freedom, as protected by the Constitution, 
the government should fulfil the role of supportive agent, and 
partner, allowing the spreading and managing of risk, in turn, 
freeing private enterprise in greater society to take big future 

risks and applying its skills to their fulfilment. This is the kind 
of ‘exceptional’ partnership that comes recommended, given 
the kind of examples to be had overseas on all continents, 
where historic successes have been as plentiful as failures, 
making it unnecessary for us to try to reinvent the wheel.

On this score, common sense is a prerequisite, preventing 
us from being bamboozled by examples elsewhere, where 
kinship or ideological preference gains precedence, but at 
the risk of our making new and horrendous mistakes that 
would take the nation on new detours from which it would be 
difficult and very costly to recover. 

We inherited a flawed but functioning society from the past. 
We should nurture in that fragile plant what has proven its 
resourcefulness before, correct for flaws, prevent new erring, 
and otherwise grant citizens their natural freedom to shape 
their lives on playing fields competitively structured and 
regulated.                     

Failure is an option
Fifty years ago, Henry Kissinger liked to relate that if you 
asked a bureaucracy for advice as to what to do, there would 
invariably be an offering of three options, two clearly out of 
the question, and the third the only preferred option of the 
bureaucracy itself.

Such sleight of hand is not the intention with this analysis.  
It could never be ‘my way or the highway’. South African 
society is far too complex for that. Still, we regularly hear  
the cliché, ‘failure is not an option’. That may sound trite, or 
inspirational, but it does not guarantee happy endings.

Indeed, true revolutionaries aiming to create new dispen-
sations by overthrowing old ones often actively work for 
failure so that their preferred outcome may have a greater, 
easier chance of coming about. Most South Africans hopefully 
do not fall into this class, rather seeking genuine answers to 
complex problems in search of desired outcomes. Even so, 
failure could still eventuate, by not doing the right things,  
by undoing what works and replacing it with what does  
not, harvesting stagnation even as the tide of aspiration, 
expectation and entitlement inexplicably keeps rising, driven 
by populist political promises or the awakening of a population 
seeking to obtain what is already enjoyed elsewhere. 

So what happens when poor choices are made, society 
does not address its structural challenges adequately and  
the majority of the population remain outsiders not fully 
participating in the fruits of progress, relegated to the caboose 
for the duration of time?

Failure to convert outsiders into insiders sets us up for 
intensified confrontation. This would be a direct threat to 
democracy and freedom and, thus, development, as anarchy 
or renewed repression, and lack of progress (in particular), 
would follow as elites ring-fence their interests, or populists 
ineffectively rule the roost without regaining development 
momentum.

The government should fulfil 
the role of supportive agent, 
freeing private enterprise in 
greater society to take big 
future risks and applying its 
skills to their fulfilment.
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ONE

Societal breakdown can have many features. It expresses 
itself in the visible unrest and protests of those falling outside 
of safety nets or into poverty. 

Functionally, market processes start to fail as power group-
ings exploit their relative strengths. 

The state wastes its resources on public sector salary 
consumption, without gaining productive contributions for 
such outlays. 

Productive society is bled dry through active taxation and 
corrosive inefficiencies. 

There is a greater drain out of the country of capital and 
skill sets. What is left behind increasingly approximates a 
subsistence economy, first at the margins, but spreading 
increasingly inwards.

This is a progressive illness, until it consumes most of society, 
at which point previous achievements in living standards are 
lost. For just as there can be progress and growth to higher 
levels of living standards, so too can there be steady back-
sliding. The following are grave dangers in this regard:

 » keeping the population undereducated and unemployable; 
 » insisting on demographic preferences rather than merit in 

employment;
 » wanting to keep on beneficiating natural resources, rather 

than using them as an income-generator and allowing greater 
beneficiation of the human capital stock, and entry into 
global trade by participating in global value chains;

 » overburdening the economy by excessive taxation and 
regulation, and not using state resources productively;

 » creating distorting disincentives to entrepreneurial activity, 
especially for capital-poor start-ups;

 » allowing viable industries to be destroyed through inordi-
nate labour demands; and

 » failing to overcome the trust issue, repressing confidence 
and inviting migration.

This list is not exhaustive, but the pointer in each case is in the 
opposite direction of where it should be heading. Too many of 
our societal indicators are heading the wrong way.

Rather than demanding more ‘radical’ action to turn things 
around, there should be more voices calling for common 
sense. What will work and what clearly will be destructive? A 
functional society is a cooperative one, adhering to rules, in 
our case laid down by the law, governed by the Constitution. 
If we sidestep this simple concept, we start sliding.

Some reflections on our internal challenges
If we consider our two main ‘radical’ South African agendas 
– state intervention and state authority, on the one hand, and 
individual liberty and constitutional authority, on the other – 
and we consider what the 1994 Rainbow Nation model could 
have achieved, it would seem that the ANC government has 
failed us on the liberty theme, especially of late.

It has also become evident that the government has been 
steadily switching to the interventionist model in recent years. 
Instead of fixing the earlier mistakes in getting the ‘rainbow 
model’ to work (and to work ever better), the failures have 
escalated (with the impression of yet more to come).

To make its authoritarian model work, the ANC government 
is increasingly manipulating the rules of our democracy  
(that is, the rules of our Parliament and the operation of our 
constitutional institutions, such as the Public Protector).

What does this imply for transformation failure (the non-
achievement of radical outcomes)? As far as economic policy 
is concerned, the ANC is not transforming it, but instead is 
lurking back to the state-led approaches of the previous 
dispensation. It is actively resisting correction of this failure. 
That was not supposed to happen, was it? Were we not 
supposed to transform away from this condition, rather than to 
converge on it anew? With similar outcomes, too?    
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The Labour Market at a Glance

The unemployment rate increased to 25.3 per cent in the second quarter of 2014. While the size of the labour force grew, the labour force 
participation rate decreased between 2008 and 2014. This is indicative of an increase in the number of discouraged job-seekers. South 
African youth remain disproportionately affected by unemployment compared to the adult population. Individuals with less than a matric 
are most affected by unemployment. The unemployment rate among those with a tertiary education remained low compared to other 
educational levels, but it is important to note the unemployment rate has grown slightly among the tertiary educated.

While Brazil’s overall unemployment rate was lower than South Africa’s, its youth-to-adult ratio was higher, indicating that the youth are 
most negatively affected by unemployment in Brazil. Equally, the youth-to-adult ratio of unemployment was higher for developed 
countries and the European Union than it was for sub-Saharan Africa.

Source data for 1991 labour force and labour force participation rate from the  ILO, Estimates and Projections  
of the Economically Active Population (EAPEP), 2013 Edition (update July 2013)
Source data 1991 for labour absorbtion rate: ILO, Trends Econometric Models, October 2013
Source for 2000 Stats SA, Labour Force Survey, Historical Revision September series 2000 to 2007
Source data for 2008 and 2014 own calculations based on Stats SA; 2014 QLFS (2nd quarter revised estimates) 
and 2008 QLFS (4th quarter revised estimates)
Data note: 1991 figure not available for Not Economically Active

South Africa’s vital labour statistics

1991 2000 2008 2014

Unemployment 
rate (official)

24.4% 23.3% 21.4% 25.3%

Labour force  
participation 
rate

53.7% 59.5% 55.3% 53.5%

Labour 
absorption  
rate

40.6% 45.7% 43.5% 40.0%

Not 
economically 
active

– 10 930 000 15 343 806 17 746 715

Labour force 12 473 900 16 078 000 18 975 639 20 411 857

Youth-to-adult ratio of unemployment, world economies,  
1991–2018
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Source: Own calculations based on StatsSA 2014 QLFS, 2nd quarter revised estimates

Unemployment rate by level of 
educational attainment, 2014

18% No schooling

26.3%
Primary completed

26%
Secondary completed

22.4%
Less than primary 
completed

11.2% Tertiary

32.7%
Secondary not completed
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Trade union membership, 1997–2013
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Union members as percentage of public sector workers
Union members as percentage of private sector workers

* Source: 2012–2014 own calculations based on Stats SA Revised QLFS 2012 (Q4), 
QLFS 2013 (Q4), QLFS 2014 (Q2)
Data for 2006–2011 from Stats SA, Labour Market Dynamics in South Africa, 2011
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The changing labour union landscape 
after the Marikana massacre 

Terry Bell
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Poverty forces you to forget your ambition, leave school 
and work as a rock driller at the same mine where your 
boss will be the son of your father’s boss. (In Desai 2014)

All of this was supposed to change, not only after miners 
showed their potential power by means of a lengthy strike in 
1987, but certainly after the political transition of 1994. Change 
did come, but not in the manner many miners had hoped for, 
and the changes in some ways created still greater problems, 
problems that could – and should – have been foreseen and 
catered for.

Even before the formal political transition, the influx-control 
laws of the apartheid state had broken down. No longer could 
people be restricted, by executive fiat, to specific areas on 
pain of detention; and freedom of movement was confirmed  
in 1994, as the last violent convulsions of the fragmented,  
pro-apartheid ‘white Right’ ended. It was then that the major 
migrations from rural areas to urban centres really began. 
Mining areas were also targets for migrants seeking jobs and 
a better life.

As a report of the Centre for the Study of Violence and 
Reconciliation (CSVR) relating to Anglo American Platinum 
(Amplats) notes: 

With the end of influx control, and particularly during 
the early 1990s, workers also started bringing their 
wives to live with them. A number of informal settlements 
sprang up, often situated very close to mine hostels 
though just outside of mine property. As the informal 
settlements grew larger, they also began, increasingly, 
to accommodate people from the Transkei who were 
not Amplats employees (or their wives) but lived within 
the broader economy of these settlements. Thus, by  
the mid-1990s, not only sections of the hostels, but also 
important sections of the informal settlements, were 
predominantly Xhosa in character. (Bruce 2001)

This report reflected on some of the consequences of the  
fact that the mining companies, no longer able (or, perhaps, 
willing) to enforce the compound/hostel system, pledged 
better housing, but found a less expensive alternative – 

There are none so blind as those who will not see. This  
16th Century proverb applies very much to Marikana, a name 
now etched bloodily into South African labour history, for  
the massacre at Marikana on 16 August 2012 and the events 
leading up to it did not emerge out of the blue. In fact, voices 
had been raised for several years warning of impending 
catastrophe (see http://www.bench-marks.org.za; Bell 2012), 
but they were ignored. However, none of these more aware 
observers, researchers and commentators foresaw para-
military police units using live ammunition to gun down 
striking miners. It was this that made Marikana different and 
the symbol of so much that has gone wrong, and is wrong, 
within South African society. 

Marikana has highlighted, to varying degrees, the different 
strands and historic currents that have come together and have 
scarred the political and social topography of the country.  
In particular, it has made clear the existing fissures in the 
labour movement and the body politic. It is likely to remain as 
much of a political symbol as was Sharpeville in the decades 
after 1960 (Bell 2013).

Also now exposed more widely are the decades of neglect 
and insensitivity that contributed towards the squalor and 
desperation that remain the lot of so many South Africans.  
The glaring failure of companies (in this case, Lonmin), the 
National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) and the government  
at all levels to act to improve the lot of increasingly desperate 
and angry migrant workers was compounded by the virtually 
feudal and frankly xenophobic attitude of a traditional tribal 
authority, the Royal Bafokeng Nation (RBN).

At the core of the Marikana tragedy, however, is the migrant 
labour system, honed over more than a century by the great 
mining houses and well explained most recently by Rankin-
Smith, Phillips and Delius (2014). Fit, bright young men, usually 
neither literate nor numerate, were recruited from rural  
areas throughout the sub-continent on six-month or one-year 
contracts. Tested for their physical fitness, given basic training 
and housed in the utilitarian barracks of single-sex hostels, 
they were fed a cheap, precisely measured diet and policed 
by compound managers and mine security. In classic divide-
and-rule manner, the hostels were segregated according to 
‘tribe’, and inter-tribal competitions, including malita stick 
fights, were encouraged and organised by mine management.

Generations of young men lived through this experience, 
sometimes to return home prematurely aged and breathing 
with the rasping sound of silicosis, which would cause their 
steady decline and eventual, painful deaths. Such experiences 
are etched deep in the folk consciousness of rural villages  
in regions such as Pondoland in the Eastern Cape. Mzoxolo 
Magidiwana, a Marikana miner crippled for life by police 
bullets on 16 August, notes in a documentary film about the 
massacre, ‘Miners Shot Down’: 

We work like slaves. Even our fathers were rock drillers. 
Either they die or go back home still as rock drillers. 

At the core of the Marikana 
tragedy is the migrant labour 
system, honed over more 
than a century by the great 
mining houses.
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‘living-out allowances’. Migrant workers would no longer have 
to sleep, like human artefacts, on tiered bunks against the 
walls of their hostels – they could ‘live out’, finding their own 
homes to rent or buy and, possibly, even have a family life.  
At the time of Marikana, mining companies were providing 
between R1 500 and R1 800 a month to facilitate ‘living out’.

For miners earning as little as R4 500 a month, this was a 
considerable boon and meant that they could perhaps send 
slightly more money back ‘home’ to the rural areas, where 
many of them still supported up to ten dependants. However 
– as mine management, unions and government officials at 
various levels must have been aware – there was no adequate 
accommodation to be had in the vicinity of the mine at 
Marikana or, for that matter, at many other mines. The land in 
the Marikana area is all ‘tribal land’, under the jurisdiction of 
the RBN. 

In what perhaps reasonably can be described as a decision 
motivated by xenophobia, the RBN decreed that non-Bafokeng 
could not own, live permanently or legally trade on RBN  
land. As the first RBN population and land use audit of 2011 
noted: ‘Non-Bafokeng living on RBN land cannot legally apply 
for a residential or commercial stand, and are consequently 
dependent on Bafokeng landlords’ (http://www.bafokeng.
com/sites/default/files/Pula). The report added: ‘In certain 
instances, land tenure by non-Bafokeng is illegal, or not 
secured by the necessary legal documents.’

Unsurprisingly, the audit also discovered that ‘non-Bafokeng 
have less access to water, sanitation and electricity’, that most 
work on the mines and ‘are far more likely to live in corrugated 
iron dwellings’. These are the un-serviced one-room shacks, 
boiling in summer and freezing in winter, that make up the 
squalor that is the township of Nkaneng, home to many of 
those who died on 16 August.

Details of life in Nkaneng and similar townships were 
readily available in the months and years leading up to the 
strike and massacre at Marikana. For the most part, the media, 
the mining companies and the various government structures, 
along with the NUM, chose to ignore the implications. Yet, what 
existed was a social powder keg fuelled by human misery.  
In this sprawling shantytown, ‘shack lords’ demanded rentals 
of R500 a month, and the money lenders (the mashonisas) and 
their enforcers prowled the area. 

Life underground was tough, but life in the ‘informal settle-
ments’ above ground was often even tougher in different 
ways. There were gangs and individual gangsters in areas 
where the justice system simply did not function, giving rise 
to self-styled vigilantes, to whom protection money had to  
be paid. Even when the gangs and vigilantes did not intrude, 
the absence of rudimentary services created problems. In this 
sordid environment, the only available recreational facilities 
were the squalid shebeens with their cheap, potent home-
brewed liquor.

This situation was summed up in the 2001 CSVR report,  
as follows:

Prior to the emergence of these settlements, the main 
areas inhabited by the mineworkers had been the 
hostels, which had at least a rudimentary form of 
policing in the form of the mine security. However, the 
emergent settlements had no established policing 
system. Furthermore, the formal policing structures of 
government essentially failed to adapt to this new 
development, with the result that, initially at least, these 
settlements had no formal policing structures. The 
proximity of the settlements to the hostels, and the low 
level of security maintained in the hostels, also meant that 
the settlements could serve as a type of springboard 
for attacks on persons staying in the hostels. The 
violence when it emerged therefore affected both the 
hostels and the informal settlements. (Bruce 2001)

Here, the CSVR report is referring to the murders and thuggery 
that accompanied a 1996 wildcat strike and the subsequent 
emergence of the Workers Mouthpeace Union (WMPU). This 
development is dealt with below. However, the conditions 
outlined in 2001 applied in 1996 and in 2012.

Complicating matters in the shantytowns was the presence 
not only of a small army of desperate job-seekers, but also  
of men who had found work through various contractors. 
Contracting companies, providing outsourced services to  
the mines, have proliferated in recent decades. Unlike the 
specialised groups such as shaft sinkers that have been 
employed on a contract basis almost since the advent of deep-
level mining, the outsourced companies provide, on a tender 
basis, workers who would normally have been employed by 
the mining companies. This gives the mining companies a  
set cost, often for short-term contracts, with the responsibility 
for employee welfare passed on to the contractor.

Section 198 of the Labour Relations Act 66 of 1995, even 
before its 2014 amendment tightening up the clause, made it 
clear that contract workers were employees of the labour 
contractor and subject to the same conditions and protection 
in law as any other employees. However, this legal requirement 
was often breached, especially by smaller labour-broking 
companies, which tended not to make provision for benefits 
such as overtime, sick leave or pension or provident funds. 

Wage differentials between 
company employees and 
‘contract workers’ also became  
a bone of contention, as did  
the support of the NUM for the 
equalisation of mining wages.
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Wage differentials between company employees and 
‘contract workers’ also became a bone of contention, as did 
the support of the NUM for the equalisation of mining wages. 
Resentment was felt especially among the muscular elite of 
the subterranean workforce, the rock-drill operators. Without 
these workers, as mining bosses readily concur, no mining 
can take place. These are the men who handle the noisy, heavy 
and powerful drills that hammer holes into rock, sometimes 
kilometres underground. Into these holes go the explosives 
that loosen the mineral-bearing rock to be shipped to the 
surface for crushing and the extraction of ore. They are not  
the pick and shovel brigade or the pushers of coco pan 
trolleys loaded with ore. They are the men who carry out the 
bone-jarring, muscle-wrenching labour that carries with it  
the cachet of physical strength while taking an extraordinary 
toll on human bodies.

The role of the union in managing the workforce was a 
given. As former mining company executive turned scenario 
planner and business commentator, Clem Sunter has noted 
on several occasions: ‘The companies outsourced their line 
management to the NUM.’ Among many miners, this was seen 
more as co-option of the union by the mining companies. 
However, the overall effect was that mine management did not 
keep a close watch on developments among the workforce; 
this was left to the union officials who, while enjoying their 
status, did not function as wholly effective line managers. It 
was a disaster in the making.

The offices, cars and cell phone contracts provided by the 
companies to full-time shop stewards were an ongoing cause 
of dissent. More aware miners, sometimes pushing political 
agendas, were prone to mention how former senior union 
officials had migrated to the boardrooms of the mining 
houses. Prime examples quoted were former NUM president 
James Motlatsi and his general secretary, Cyril Ramaphosa. 
Also thrown into this mix were former NUM deputy general 
secretary Marcel Golding and former union negotiator, Irene 
Charnley, both now billionaire business people. All of this 
helped to encourage the perception that ‘the workers have 
been sold out’. 

The fact that these former unionists, transformed into 
extremely wealthy business people, came from minority 
communities in the mining industry also played a part. For,  

in Marikana, and several other mines, the bulk of migrant 
labourers are isiXhosa speakers from the Eastern Cape 
province of South Africa. In particular, they hail from the 
region in the Transkei known as Pondoland. This has a special 
significance for Marikana, because the epicentre of the strike 
and the resistance to the company was a rocky outcrop near 
the mine and the township that the strikers referred to as 
intaba (the mountain).

This, in itself, should have made it obvious to any who knew 
their history that most of the strikers were probably migrant 
Mpondo workers from the Transkei. The use of the intaba 
meeting place is important because it provides evidence of 
residual folk memory of another intaba from the days of  
the fathers and grandfathers of those at Marikana (Bell with 
Ntsebeza 2003). It was, however vaguely conceived, a repetition 
of the brave stand and bloody slaughter at Ngquza Hill near 
the rural centre of Lusikisiki on 6 June 1960.

Most of South Africa knew little or nothing of what trans-
pired on that hilltop in 1960, until evidence was provided  
to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 36 years later.  
Of course, the people of the region were aware of what was 
happening from day one. Tales of heroism, treachery and 
bloodshed spread throughout the lands of amaMpondo and 
were embellished upon; but what the story of the mountain 
signified, above all, was pride and the spirit of resistance.

It is easy to put too much stress on this factor, or too little. 
What happened in 1960 can be summarised in a few words: 
amaMpondo decided that they had had enough of being 
pushed around. They rebelled, not only against the apartheid 
state, but also against the autocratic tribal authorities. The 
rebel leaders met on Nqguza Hill and demanded negotiations 
with the authorities. The apartheid state used this as an 
opportunity to launch perhaps its first airborne assault, under 
the command of a notorious police Special Branch killer,  
‘Rooi Rus’ Swanepoel.

While the history of 1960 may often have been rather 
muddled, judging by conversations with Marikana miners, 
what is clear is that the idea of resistance, drawing on the past, 
remained strong, as was the notion of resisting not just the 
mining bosses, but also, in this case, the union authorities. 
These were men, as Mzoxolo Magidiwana notes above, who 
knew that generation after generation of young men, driven 
by poverty, merely filled the shoes of their fathers. 

Many better-educated workers and, all too often, union 
officials, referred to these miners as the amaqaba (the 
uneducated and illiterate). These were men who, in other 
circumstances, might have been referred to as cannon fodder. 
Mainly from the Transkei, but also from Mozambique and 
Lesotho, they made up an outsider majority in platinum belt 
shack-lands such as the Nkaneng ‘informal settlement’. Yet, 
most miners, whatever their backgrounds, had hoped for a 
better life following the much lauded transition to a non-racial 
parliamentary democracy in 1994. There were, after all, 
promises aplenty. However, few were kept. Little was done,  

Most miners, whatever their 
backgrounds, had hoped for a 
better life following the much 
lauded transition to a non-racial 
parliamentary democracy in 1994.
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for example, about converting the soulless barracks of the 
hostels into the projected family and single apartments. 
Resentment grew and, sooner or later, it was sure to flare up.

Marikana was by no means the first such manifestation  
of anger and outrage, but it was the one that did not flicker 
brightly for a moment and then fade into the background.  
It became the symbol of anger, demoralisation and sudden 
awareness, and all that flowed from this. Despite accusations 
to the contrary, the situation was not manipulated by a variety 
of barely hidden hands with highly dubious agendas. This 
certainly had happened in the past; usually for much the  
same genuine reasons – disgruntlement over pay and service 
delivery and the lack of adequate responses by the major 
union, the NUM, coupled with poor communications and 
historic distrust.

The first of these rebellions occurred in 1996, and the 
trigger seems to have been poor communication by both 
management and the NUM about possible pension payouts  
at Amplats. The ‘Five Madoda’, five men who were members 
of a self-styled ‘worker committee’ that had links with vigilante 
groups and criminal elements in the shack-lands, capitalised 
on legitimate grievances and anger among the miners. The 
strike exploded into violence, with NUM shop stewards 
targeted. Amplats responded by sacking the entire workforce. 

The majority of the sacked workers were subsequently 
rehired, but those who remained jobless formed the core of 
what then became known as the WMPU, which linked up with 
a Rustenburg lawyer and two insurance salesmen (http://mg.
co.za/article/1997-07-18). It was nothing more than a scam 
based on members having to buy insurance policies and to 
pay as much as R500 as a ‘union-joining fee’, but such was the 
anger at the mining companies and the NUM that hundreds 
joined. 

Ultimately, the WMPU fragmented and ceased to be a 
player. However, the memory of the ‘Five Madoda’ as having 
risen up against management and a union perceived to be  
in league with the company remained. So, the concept of the 
‘Five Madoda’ resurfaced, both at Lonmin’s Marikana and at 
Impala Platinum (Implats) in 2012 among miners organising 
for the Association of Mineworkers and Construction Union 
(AMCU).

AMCU, today the largest union on the platinum belt, was  
the major gainer on the union front as tens of thousands of 
NUM members defected and joined the newer union. Before 
details emerged, especially at the Farlam Commission (www.
marikanacomm.org.za) into the massacre and the earlier 
deaths at Marikana, there was a barrage of allegations directed 
against this union and its president, Joseph Mathunjwa. 
Unsurprisingly, many of these came from the NUM, but the 
most vociferous attacks originated from the South African 
Communist Party (SACP) and its general secretary, Blade 
Nzimande (http://www.cosatu.org.za/show.php?ID=6525).

According to Nzimande, AMCU was a ‘pseudo union’ that 
had been established ‘by BHP Billiton’, today the world’s 

largest minerals company, but a company that does not have 
a presence on the platinum belt. In fact, Billiton came into 
being when the Afrikaner nationalist Gencor company bought, 
for $2.1 billion, a shelf company, Billiton, in 1993 from Royal 
Dutch Shell (Bell 2001). The former mining executive, Derek 
Keys was finance minister, and Gencor ‘reversed’ its major 
assets into Billiton, a company listed in London. Several months 
later, Keys resigned as finance minister and became chair of 
one of Billiton’s divisions, based on the isle of Jersey.

This history, generally known to trade unionists and poli-
ticians, was ignored. Billiton, which had grown into BHP Billiton 
with the acquisition of BHP in Australia, became the nominated 
scapegoat. AMCU was claimed to be its pawn, a ‘vigilante 
union’ set up to disrupt the NUM. Even the mildly spoken 
SACP deputy general secretary, Jeremy Cronin maintained 
that the strikers were part of a ‘third force’. They were also, he 
reportedly noted, a ‘Pondoland vigilante mafia’. Explaining 
his position to a lunchtime gathering at the Congress of  
South African Trade Unions (COSATU) congress only weeks 
after the Marikana massacre, he claimed that the ‘Five 
Madoda’ had re-emerged, and that this gangster union was 
again causing problems.

At the time, the idea of the ‘Five Madoda’ was being used as 
an organising concept at Implats, as AMCU gradually gained 
more members there than the NUM. There was violence, but 
all evidence points to the fact that the overwhelming majority 
of miners had turned their backs on the NUM. In negotiations 
with the police at Marikana in the days leading up to 16 August, 
the miners also elected five representatives. However, there 
seems to be no other link, apart from the number, with the 
previous – and highly problematic – grouping of 1996.

NUM statements also implied that AMCU had suddenly 
emerged and had been sponsored by other mining companies, 
as well as BHP Billiton, to ‘undermine the NUM’. However, union 
officials must have known that this was not true since AMCU 
was one of the smaller, albeit quite successful, breakaways 
from the NUM. In fact, when there was a strike and incidents  
of violence at Implats in January and February 2011, the NUM 
denied management claims that this had anything to do with 
rivalry between the NUM and AMCU. At the time, AMCU 
general secretary, Jeff Mphahlele noted: ‘We have fewer than 
1 000 members at Implats out of about 25 000 workers and,  
as a union, we are not involved there.’ The NUM spokesperson 
at the time, Lesiba Seshoka, concurred: ‘A small minority 
could not have caused this. The real trigger was management 
unilaterally announcing an 18 per cent bonus for miners only.’ 
(See terrybellwrites.com/2012/.) This bonus announcement 
was made in December and immediately led to disruption at 
Implats, because the skilled and generally higher paid rock 
drill operators felt they had been excluded. They demanded 
an after-tax wage of R9 000 a month, which they saw as 
maintaining the differential between themselves and the 
ordinary miners.

It was clear then that the NUM not only knew of AMCU,  
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but accepted the union as a smaller player on the labour front. 
It had, as Mphahlele admitted, a very small footprint in the 
platinum sector. AMCU’s main base at that time was in the 
east, in the coalfields of Mpumalanga. It was there, in 1998, at 
the Billiton-owned Douglas Colliery, that miners, most of them 
members of the NUM, went on strike and staged an under-
ground ‘sit-in’. Their union chairman was Joseph Mathunjwa. 
However, the strike was not condoned by the NUM leadership, 
although Mathunjwa supported it (http://www.miningmx.com/
special_reports/mining-yearbook). 

A laboratory assistant at the mine, Mathunjwa had already 
had an acrimonious falling out with the then general secretary 
of the NUM, Gwede Mantashe, a former chairman of the SACP 
and now secretary general of the ANC. Mantashe ordered 
Mathunjwa brought before a disciplinary hearing chaired by 
himself and when Mathujwa refused, he was expelled from 
the NUM. The Douglas Colliery miners reacted by resigning 
en masse from the NUM, and AMCU was born, with local 
schoolteacher Jeff Mphaphlele roped in as general secretary. 
By 2001, the union had organised itself sufficiently to be 
formally accepted by the registrar of trade unions. It was one 
of a number of smaller unions providing an alternative to the 
mainstream COSATU organisations, and became affiliated to 
the politically independent and formerly black consciousness 
oriented National Council of Trade Unions (NACTU).

According to the check-off lists for union subscriptions, 
most of the miners at Marikana who went on strike in August 
2012 were members of the NUM, the initial protest being a 
march to the union offices on 10 August. It had been evident 
for some time that there was growing dissatisfaction and  
that protests could erupt. Bench Marks Foundation monitors 
reported on these facts, which were supported by a Founda-
tion report on the situation in the area. However, even after 
evidence at the Farlam Commission, there is still no clarity 
about what actually happened at or near the NUM office on  
10 August.

The author received a telephone call from a Bench Marks 
monitor on that day to report that two strikers had been  
shot dead ‘by security’ while marching on the offices, but he 
admitted that he had not seen what happened and had only 
been told by one of the strikers who, it later transpired had 
‘heard from someone else’. Within hours, various reports 
were circulating that two strikers had been shot dead by 
‘security in NUM T-shirts’, by ‘NUM members’ in numbers 
ranging from ten to 15, and by ‘the NUM executive’. The 
rumour mills were grinding away in a manner that is not 
unusual at times of dramatic uncertainty. All that was certain 
was that there existed a widespread perception that unarmed 
strikers had been killed by NUM officials with or without  
the assistance of mine security.

This was a turning point in the unfolding developments at 
Marikana, in terms of both the levels of violence and the surge 
in membership of AMCU at the expense of the NUM. Although 
AMCU had virtually no presence at Marikana when the strike 

began, the union had gained a substantial foothold among 
miners at the nearby Karee shaft, and these miners joined  
the Marikana protest (Desai 2014). 

As miners began to defect from the NUM, another union – 
the National Union of Metalworkers of South Africa (NUMSA) 
– also gained at its expense. It had had a presence on the 
mines for many years, primarily in the skilled welding and 
smelting sections. Then, still not yet openly at loggerheads 
with the leadership of the COSATU federation, NUMSA tried 
to downplay the fact that former NUM members were 
approaching their union to join. ‘It would create big problems,’ 
NUMSA general secretary, Irvin Jim, said at the time, aware 
that allegations of ‘poaching members’ – always an argument 
within COSATU – were regarded in a serious light.

As events unfolded at Marikana, culminating in the massacre 
of 16 August, there appears to have been very little influence 
by political parties or groups in the strike and the attitudes 
and organisation of the miners. The presence of AMCU, mainly 
through members from the Karee shaft joining the strike, 
seems merely to have opened up the prospect of an available 
and alternative union structure for miners to join.

However, the dramatic week leading up to the bloodshed 
on 16 August triggered a rush of interest and involvement, 
supportive, defensive and opportunistic. All of this added to 
the mix that would ensure that Marikana signalled a major 
factor in post-apartheid South African history and one that is 
likely to resonate for decades. 

The NUM, as an integral part of the ANC-led alliance, via 
membership of COSATU, was, along with its allies, put solidly 
onto the defensive, and this opened up a particular advantage 
for the expelled president of the ANC Youth League, Julius 
Malema, and his ‘Friends of the Youth League’. Among other 
political groups to intervene were the Democratic Socialist 
Movement (DSM), which appears to have had some contact  
in the area before the strike, and the Democratic Left Front 
(DLF), a small umbrella organisation of left-wing groups. 
Bantubonke Holomisa, head of the United Democratic Move-
ment (UDM), also arrived in Marikana to pledge support for 
the miners and, obviously, to win credit for his party (www.iol.
co.za/). The UDM was the only party represented in Parliament 
that intervened in this way, and several of the miners killed  
or wounded at Marikana came from Holomisa’s ‘home area’  
of the Eastern Cape. 

For the ANC and its allies, the massacre at Marikana also 
came at a time of considerable tension within the governing 
party, with a leadership battle predicted for the 53rd congress 
of the party scheduled for little more than four months away at 
Mangaung. The expelled Malema refused to go quietly into a 
very early retirement. In fact, he was one of the first politicians 
to make waves at Marikana, turning up to support the strikers 
and organising legal aid for those wounded by police bullets 
(www.bdlive.co.za).

An immediate knee-jerk reaction within sections of the 
ANC was to call for Malema, the ‘counter-revolutionary’, to be 
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arrested. Such suggestions were dismissed by the party’s 
National Working Committee, which drew up a report on 
Marikana in September 2012 (www.citypress.co.za/). This 
report is a good reflection of the level of ANC concern, 
especially about Malema. One paragraph notes: ‘The Marikana 
tragedy has been exploited by many forces, among them 
Malema and the Friends of the Youth League, opposition 
parties, a section of the clergy and some within structures  
of the ANC.’ There was also an oblique reference to Malema  
in a comment that there existed the possibility of armed 
counter-revolutionary movements emerging because of the 
‘prominence of the destructive role played by populism and 
mavericks’. 

Despite some vociferous denials of wrongdoing by the 
police in the days following the massacre and claims of  
the ‘forces of law and order’ being attacked and having to 
defend themselves, it was evident that considerable damage 
had been done to the image of the ANC and to its standing 
among workers and the electorate at large. This became 
worse in succeeding weeks and months, as more evidence  
of what had occurred became known. However, the ANC and 
its allies remained in defensive mode, with only defence 
minister Nosiviwe Mapisa-Nqakula suggesting that the ANC 
should apologise for the deaths at Marikana, which she found 
‘shocking’ (www.news24.com). 

Her statement was an exception and was not repeated,  
and little attempt was made to build bridges or to admit  
any fault on the part of the governing party, its allies or the 
police. Instead, there was an initial retreat behind a flimsy wall 
of rhetoric and then, as more and more evidence emerged  
of the apparently deliberate killing of strikers, there was a 
stubborn refusal to acknowledge that, post-Marikana, the 
mood among large sections of the electorate, and especially 
within the labour movement, had changed. The official  
view seemed to be that the ANC was beset by ‘counter-
revolutionary forces’.

Echoing and amplifying these fears, which sometimes 
seemed to verge on paranoia, was the SACP, which tended to 
concentrate its attacks on AMCU. This is understandable, 
because, in the labour stakes, Marikana meant an even 
heavier loss for the SACP than it did for the ANC. In accor-
dance with the SACP medium-term vision, published in  
2007 (www.sacp.org.za/), but in line with SACP tactics over 
decades, one of the prime goals of the party is control of the 
trade union movement. 

This it managed in the 1950s and in the exile years with its 
control of the South African Congress of Trade Unions (SACTU), 
proclaimed as the only ‘true representatives of South African 
workers’. This claim meant that the exiled SACP and SACTU 
opposed the independent unions that emerged in South 
Africa after a wave of strikes in 1973 (MacShane, Plaut & Ward 
1982). Even the formation of COSATU in 1985 was initially 
opposed, since it challenged the claimed hegemony of 
SACTU. Only after a meeting in Lusaka in 1987, and when the 

ANC and the SACP had begun to make substantial inroads 
into the new COSATU unions, was SACTU disbanded. 

This history is important because it carries with it the seeds 
of some of the divisions that bedevil the governing alliance 
and that were germinated by the bloodshed and subsequent 
storms of Marikana. 

It is unsurprising that of all the unions affiliated to COSATU, 
it was NUMSA that appears to have read the change of mood 
correctly and to have led a rebellion against the political 
alliance. The core of what became NUMSA, was the ‘workerist’ 
Metal and Allied Workers’ Union that denounced the SACP  
as ‘Stalinist’, once labelled the Freedom Charter of the ANC a 
‘bourgeois document’ and called for the formation of a workers’ 
party, governed by a workers’ charter. In 1989, NUMSA’s 
‘workerist’ general secretary, Moses Mayekiso, having spent 
years in detention and having survived a treason trial, was 
recruited to the SACP and ANC by the militant SACP leader, 
Chris Hani. Mayekiso left the SACP after the murder of Hani  
in 1993, and became an ANC MP in 1994, leaving Parliament 
after three years. He joined the Congress of the People when 
it was formed in 2009, becoming a member of the Gauteng 
provincial legislature. After Marikana, he joined the Workers 
and Socialist Party (WASP) and stood as its presidential 
candidate in the 2014 elections.

It was the presence at Marikana (and in its immediate 
aftermath) of members of the DSM and the DLF and their 
supporters that led Gwede Mantashe, in his role as secretary 
general of the ANC, to blame ‘foreign forces’ and ‘outsiders’ 
for what had happened at Marikana (www.citypress.co.za/). 
He maintained that the strike and the violence were part of  
a conspiracy orchestrated by these ‘forces’. By implication, 
Julius Malema and his ‘friends’ were also part of this. It is 
understandable that political parties and groups, especially of 
the Left, would provide practical solidarity in a situation such 
as Marikana, while hoping to capitalise in terms of image, 
membership numbers and even votes.

However, although both the DSM and the various groups 
affiliated to the DLF have international contacts, there is no 
evidence that they had any influence before the strike and 
massacre and very little subsequently, but, especially in the 
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case of the DSM, they made seemingly convenient scapegoats 
at the time. Mantashe was able, in particular, to point to the 
fact that a Swedish immigrant, married to a South African, Liv 
Shange, was prominent in addressing strikers in the aftermath 
of the massacre. An Irish Socialist Party parliamentarian,  
Joe Higgins, with links to the DSM, also visited Marikana to 
express solidarity (www.dailymaverick.co.za/).

Mantashe was aware that the DSM is, in effect, the South 
African franchise of the Communist Workers’ International, 
which, in turn, is influenced by the ideas of the Socialist Party 
of England and Wales, headed by Peter Taafe (en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Peter_Taaffe). The South African group has its origins 
in the Marxist Workers’ Tendency that was expelled by the 
ANC in 1985. The British party grew out of divisions within  
the once quite powerful Militant Tendency that was expelled 
by the British Labour Party and is one of several groups 
broadly labelled Trotskyist.

The DLF also comprises groups that fall under that label, 
including members of the Fourth International and the Keep 
Left local franchise of the British Socialist Workers’ Party 
(SWP). Unlike Liv Shange, who was named, the ANC did not 
specify who else constituted the ‘foreign forces’. However, 
senior members of the alliance were infuriated when a post-
Marikana book, carrying interviews with strikers, and the 
hard-hitting and award-winning documentary film about the 
massacre appeared. The driving forces behind both are Keep 
Left and DLF supporters. The fact that Jim Nichol, a volunteer 
attorney for the miners killed at Marikana is British and an 
SWP member added fuel to Mantashe’s xenophobic spark 
that failed to catch fire.

The publicity generated around the involvement of the 
DSM, was perhaps part of the reason that this group decided 
to capitalise on the political disillusionment by establishing  
a potential mass workers’ party ‘armed with a socialist 
programme’. Moses Mayekiso was recruited as a presidential 
candidate but other Left groups kept away, and in the May 
2014 elections the WASP gained just 8 331 votes out of more 
than 18 million cast.

For the most part, the DLF latched onto Julius Malema and 
his ‘friends’ as a wave that they might be able to steer to their 
various visions of a revolutionary future. Malema, after all, had 
been accorded a reception by the Marikana miners better 
than any individual apart from Joseph Mathujwa. So when, like 
the DSM, the Friends of the Youth League decided to establish 
a political party to contest the 2014 elections, the DLF was in 
support. The Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) came into 
being with Julius Malema as ‘commander in chief’. Academics 
such as Jane Duncan of Rhodes University (sacsis.org.za/site/
article/1899) and Imraan Buccus of UKZN (www.citypress.
co.za) as well as the present author (terrybellwrites.com/tag/
fascism/) saw in this the possible emergence of a home-
grown fascism. Perhaps unfortunately, the SACP also took up 
this criticism and the DLF, for the most part, became virtual 
standard-bearers for the EFF.

In terms of support among miners on the platinum belt  
and youth around the country, the DLF correctly assessed the 
appeal of the EFF, which now has 25 seats in the national 
Parliament, having garnered just short of 1.7 million votes 
after only eight months of existence. In party political terms, 
the EFF can rightly claim to have been the major gainer from 
the fallout of Marikana. The UDM also increased its vote 
slightly to 184 636, but this was still a far cry from the EFF 
surge (http://www.elections.org.za/).

In trade union terms, AMCU was clearly the major gainer 
and although there has been some media speculation about 
links between the union and the EFF, Mathunjwa has cate-
gorically denied them. He and his union remain supportive  
of the NACTU position that trade unions should not ally 
themselves to any one political party, and that they should use 
their numerical and organisational strength to leverage ‘pro-
working-class policies’ from any party in power.

However, the biggest political and trade union fallout that 
can be attributed, at least in part, to Marikana is the emergence 
of NUMSA as a potential catalyst for the fragmentation of the 
ANC-led alliance. NUMSA was also a major gainer numerically 
from the events at Marikana, its membership rising from  
216 652 to more than 320 000, much of it at the expense of  
the NUM, which, until Marikana, had been the largest affiliate 
of COSATU. This position was taken by NUMSA within a year 
of the bloody events on the platinum belt.

The membership surge in both AMCU and NUMSA was 
one clear indication of leakage from cracks in the political 
dam wall of the ANC. Several commentators had predicted 
this and they were right, but the manner of the leakage and 
the continued build-up of pressure behind the wall was not 
generally foreseen. In the first place, as has been the case 
increasingly for every election since the first non-racial poll in 
1994, more potential electors did not vote or did not register 
to vote. In the 2014 poll, there were more non-voters than 
there were votes for the governing party.

Yet, in the immediate run-up to the election there was 
another sign of change in the political topography: former 
intelligence services minister, Ronnie Kasrils, and former 
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COSATU congress), had become critical of the government 
and its policies in the wake of the 2009 election. In 2010,  
he stated: 

We are heading rapidly in the direction of a full-blown 
predator state in which a powerful, corrupt and dema-
gogic elite of political hyenas increasingly controls the 
state as a vehicle of accumulation. (www.cosatu.org.za)

This did not endear him to fellow members of the SACP or to 
the majority of the Cosatu executive, but he tended to be 
backed most openly by NUMSA. 

Then came Marikana. Vavi blamed the strike, the deaths and 
the massacre on ‘shocking levels of unemployment, poverty 
and inequality’. He added: ‘It is creating what until recently 
Cosatu has called ticking bombs. After the events at Marikana 
on 16 August 2012, we now must talk of exploding bombs.’

The lines were drawn. The old, simplistic liberation move-
ment dictum came into play: those who are not for us are 
against us. The scene was set for political turmoil that would 
go beyond the EFF and unions challenging the dominance of 
COSATU. The personality clashes and apparent ideological 
differences all played out against the backdrop of Marikana. 
Increasingly, trade unionists were seeing that the tactic of 
unions aligning themselves with the ANC and SACP to oppose 
an apartheid system that damaged everyone had perhaps 
reached or gone beyond its sell-by date.

There were those, however, who held firm to the old 
certainties, to concepts such as colonialism of a special type, 
which provided the SACP with the excuse not to stand apart 
from the ANC, to the idea that only the ANC-led alliance was 
the ordained vehicle to carry the masses to true liberation.  
As some critics, including the author, maintain, this sort of 
thinking has more to do with blind belief than reality.

These battles, and the resultant paralysis, date back to  
the 1980s (Kraak 1993) and were still ranging as 2014 was 
drawing to a close, causing what Vavi admits is an ongoing 
‘paralysis’ within the country’s major trade union federation. 
NUMSA continues doggedly to argue for unity, despite having 
been expelled by the majority of the COSATU executive. 
However, this is effectively a recommendation that can be 
ratified or overturned by a national congress. So, NUMSA and 

deputy health minister, Nozizwe Madlala-Routledge, launched 
a campaign to get voters to the polls either to vote tactically 
against the ANC or to spoil their ballots. The Sidikiwe (we are 
fed up) Vukani (wake up) campaign called on voters to ‘stop 
the rot’ in the governing party (www.sidikiwe.co.za/). This too, 
was largely a reference to Marikana. However, while there 
was a slight increase in the number of spoiled ballots, it was 
not enough to be significant.

While it is impossible to gauge the impact of the Sidikiwe-
Vukani campaign on the actual results, it certainly generated 
a great deal of debate about the nature of the ANC and the 
way forward. It also caused near apoplexy within senior 
government ranks, with a series of often vitriolic outpourings 
along the lines of those earlier directed at AMCU. On top of 
this came the decision by NUMSA not to support the ANC  
in the May elections. 

One probable impact of this was the large stay-away in  
the east coast Nelson Mandela metro area, home to a large 
number of NUMSA members. In the 2009 elections, 80 per 
cent of registered voters turned out. This time, fewer than  
55 per cent cast their ballots, in stark contrast to the nearly  
74 per cent recorded nationally. The ANC vote also fell to 
49.17 per cent of those who cast their ballots (http://www.
financialmail.co.za/).

On the face of it, little has changed: the ANC remains in 
charge nationally and in eight of the nine provinces. However, 
the party’s share of the vote declined from 66 per cent to 62 
per cent while that of the major opposition, the Democratic 
Alliance increased, in round figures, from 16 per cent to  
22 per cent. One might add that the ANC’s 62 per cent trans-
lates into less than 40 per cent of the number of potential 
voters. What has been called the ‘Marikana effect’ clearly 
came into play.

It was the new kid on the block, the red-beret-wearing EFF 
that caused the greatest upset, becoming the official oppo-
sition in two provinces and scooping up more than 6 per cent 
of the national vote. This raucous polyglot of radical ideas 
ranging from nationalising the ocean to physically destroying 
the e-toll gantries on the main highway between Johannesburg 
and Pretoria, has a solid support base in townships such as 
Nkaneng.

However, potentially more important politically, and certainly 
so in the labour sphere, is NUMSA and the way the union and 
its leadership reacted in the aftermath of Marikana. What 
Marikana did within the ranks of COSATU was to bring to the 
surface tensions that had been simmering for more than a 
decade. There were many within the labour movement who 
agreed with Kasrils when he maintained that the killings at 
Marikana were worse than the shootings at Sharpeville in 
1960. Those, Kasrils said, were the result of panic on the part 
of the police, whereas what had happened at Marikana was 
deliberate (www.bdlive.co.za/).

COSATU general secretary Zwelinzima Vavi, one of the main 
cheerleaders of the ‘Zuma tsunami’ (announced at the 2006 
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its supporting unions continue to demand the constitutional 
right to have a special national congress called while, at the 
same time, it has gone ahead with organising for a united  
front and for a ‘socialist conference’. In this capacity, the union 
says it is acting as a catalyst for the formation of a political 
alternative to the present order.

Marikana clearly provided a wake-up call for NUMSA and 
the unionists supporting the initiatives launched by that union. 
However, it was also an alarm bell for the mining houses, in 
particular. For them, Marikana signalled the beginning of  
the end of cheap, labour-intensive mining. Not only are they 
confronted with the demand for decent housing, but also for 
much better wages and conditions, all of which are additional 
costs. 

The companies and the government are also aware that, 
sooner or later, recycled platinum will start to undermine 
demand and prices unless some new large-scale use for the 
metal can be found. This is because the main use for plati-
num is as a catalyst in the auto industry, which means that  
it can constantly be reused. It was estimated that by 2012 
more than 2 million ounces a year was coming to market 
(www.miningweekly.com)?

Another worrying factor within the South African platinum 
group metals industry is that palladium is increasingly being 
used as an autocatalyst in petrol engines, with only small 
amounts of platinum and rhodium added where necessary. 
Thus, while the southern African region contains perhaps  
80 per cent of known platinum reserves, Russia probably has 
a similar advantage with palladium. 

These factors, combined with the social, political and 
economic fallout of Marikana, hastened decisions at company 
level for greater mechanisation and increased reliance on 
open-cast methods to mine for shallower reserves of platinum 
group metals. However, because of the way in which under-
ground mining has been designed, it will be extremely 
difficult in many cases to move to much more mechanised 
mining (http://www.mineweb.com/mineweb/content). There-
fore, several shafts seem certain to be shut down.

This is happening at a time of ongoing global economic 
crisis, and raises the spectre large-scale retrenchments. If  
30 000 or 50 000 miners end up being retrenched because  

of circumstances beyond their control, this will trigger what 
can only be described as a social catastrophe, because, by 
most estimates, every miner supports between eight and ten 
dependants, mainly in the rural areas, and primarily in the 
Eastern Cape. 

Without income from migrant workers, millions more hungry 
and desperate men, women and children will inevitably drift, 
in hope, to towns and cities, to urban areas where infrastructure 
is already inadequate and jobs for the unskilled are virtually 
non-existent. As has already been flagged by Vavi, such a 
situation in the mining areas raises again the prospect of more 
Marikanas.

Should anything along these lines occur, there will be 
elements within the business sector that will lay the blame on 
Marikana and on the wage increases, union fragmentation 
and militancy that flowed from the events of 16 August. 
Marikana was the culmination of many factors and became 
the final straw or, to use Malcolm Gladwell’s (2000) term, a 
tipping point, largely because of inadequate communication 
and the insensitivity of both management and union officials. 

On the face of it, therefore, the short- to medium-term future 
may prove to be much more exciting and tumultuous politically 
than was the 2014 election. There are already signs of fracture 
within the EFF and there is no certainty about where the 
proposals of NUMSA as a ‘political catalyst’ will lead. Ahead, 
however, are the 2016 local government elections that are 
contested on both a list and ward or constituency basis. These 
could provide an opportunity for the various emerging 
groups and factions, including the EFF and whatever political 
structure emanates from the NUMSA process, to stake a claim 
at local level.

Depending largely on how various forces and alignments of 
forces do, 2016 may well determine the line-up for the 2019 
general election. However, for this to happen, the way ahead 
would have to proceed under much the same conditions that 
have pertained to date, and there is considerable doubt about 
whether this would be possible, unless the economy improves 
and many more jobs are created. A much more likely scenario, 
especially in the event of greater social turmoil, would be  
a crackdown by the government, including, perhaps, the 
declaration of a state of emergency.

As fairly recent history in other parts of the world has shown, 
an efficient authoritarian regime, while terrible for human 
rights, is not necessarily bad for business, Chile being a 
classic example. However, it is also possible that a new and 
more democratic direction may be found. Whatever happens, 
the way ahead seems rocky.

What appears most likely is that there will be a degree of 
fragmentation within COSATU, with perhaps the bulk of NUMSA 
breaking away. Should this happen, it is likely that elements of 
the seven supporting unions – SACCAWU (SA Commercial 
Catering and Allied Workers’ Union), CWU (Communication 
Workers’ Union), FAWU (Food and Allied Workers’ Union), 
SASAWU (SA State & Allied Workers’ Union), PAWUSA (Public 

It was also an alarm bell  
for the mining houses, in 
particular. For them, Marikana 
signalled the beginning  
of the end of cheap, labour-
intensive mining.



TWO

Chapter 2: The Labour Market / The changing labour union landscape after the Marikana massacre   33

and Allied Workers’ Union of SA), DENOSA (Democratic 
Nursing Organisation of SA), SAFPU (SA Football Players’ 
Union) – along with a substantial number of members of the 
South African Municipal Workers’ Union and, especially in  
the Eastern Cape, members of the South African Democratic 
Teachers’ Union, will also break ranks.

Initially, such a development would weaken the trade union 
movement severely. However, NACTU, which received a 
desperately needed transfusion of members with the influx  
of workers on the platinum belt into AMCU, has indicated 
willingness to join with a breakaway NUMSA. 

NACTU and the Federation of Unions of South Africa have 
set up what, at this stage, amounts to the shell of a combined 
federation, the Southern African Confederation of Trade 
Unions. Mathunjwa maintained, in an interview with the author 
in late November, that this could provide a readymade vehicle 
for a new ‘super-federation’. This is a possibility that, in the 
medium to long term, could strengthen the labour movement 
as a whole.

However, numerous problems would have to be overcome 
before such an amalgamation could seriously be contem-
plated. Not least among these is political outlook. Although 
NUMSA has now eschewed party political involvement, its 
leaders continue to describe the union as ‘anti-imperialist, 
socialist and revolutionary’, terms more appropriate to a 
political party.
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Skills and Education at a Glance

The percentage of children attending early childhood development facilities increased significantly between 2002 and 2012. In the same 
vein, more children benefitted from the government’s no-fee schools programme. In 2013, 62.4 per cent of children over the age of 5 years 
did not pay school fees. According to the Department of Basic Education’s preliminary data, in 2014 there were 31 learners per teacher in 
public ordinary schools (excluding independent schools) compared to a ratio of 34:1 in 2004. Since 2010, the ratio has remained constant 
at 30:1. 

Matric remains a key milestone for school-to-work transition, and the National Senior Certificate pass rate improved from 73.3 per cent in 
2003 to 78.2 per cent in 2013. However, there are variations across provinces, with rural provinces showing weaker performances than 
urban areas like Gauteng and the Western Cape. The aggregate also does not account for dropout rates among the matric cohort. 

Student participation rates for the coloured and Indian populations between the ages of 18 and 29 years decreased between 2002 and 
2013 but, generally, the white and Indian populations in this age group had higher student participation rates than their black African and 
coloured counterparts. Men were more likely to attain Masters and Doctoral qualifications than women, and were more likely to qualify in 
the fields of science, engineering and technology.

South Africa’s vital skills statistics Percentage of children aged 0–4 attending ECD facilities, 
2002–2012

Percentage of children aged 0–4 years attending ECD 
facility by Province, 2002 and 2012

Percentage  of households that experienced a lack of books 
at school as a problem by province, 2002 and 2013
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School performance: National Senior Certificate  
passes by type of qualification, 2013

157
Achieved NSC

91 296
Achieved H-Certificate

165 067
Achieved Diploma

159 813
Achieved Bachelor

School performance by quintiles : National Senior Certificate passes by type of qualification per quintile, 2013*

Quintile 1 Quintile 2 Quintile 3 Quintile 4 Quintile 5 Totals

Achieved Bachelor 21 068 26 931 30 408 26 225 55 181 159 813

Achieved Diploma 30 734 35 893 37 758 28 386 32 296 165 067

Achieved H-Cert 22 653 24 605 23 132 12 489 8 417 91 296

Achieved  NSC 82 53 14 7 1 157

Total achieved 74 537 87 482 91 312 67 107 95 895 416 333

Source: Department of Basic Education, 2013 National Senior Certificate Technical Report 
Data notes: excludes schools that are not classified into quintiles

* All public ordinary schools in South Africa are categorised into five groups, called quintiles, for purposes for allocating financial resources. Quintile 1 representing the poorest quintile, 
while quintile 5 is the ‘least poor’. The rankings are done according to the poverty of the community around the school, as well as, certain infrastructure factors. Schools in quintile 1, 2 and 
3 have been declared no-fee schools, while schools in quintiles 4 and 5 are fee-paying schools. (Source : Western Cape Education Department [WCED] online)
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Learner-educator ratio, 2004–2014 National Senior Certificate examinations pass rate,  
2003–2014

Headcount of postgraduate qualifications awarded  
by gender, 2006 and 2011

Headcount of graduates by field of study and gender  
2006–2011

Source: Data for 2004–2012 from The Presidency (Department of Performance Monitoring and 
Evaluation), 2012 Development Indicators; data for 2013 and 2014 sourced from the Department of 
Education (2013 School Realities Report, and 2014 School Realities Report) – the figures are preliminary, 
and the final figures will be published by DBE in the more comprehensive Education Statistics in South 
Africa 2013 (expected release date 31 December 2014) and for 2014 data final figures expected to be 
released 31 December 2015
Data note: The learner-educator ratio is the  average number of learners per teacher in a given school 
year based on headcounts for both learners and teachers in public ordinary schools and independent 
schools that are subsidised by the Department of Basic Education for 2013–2014 for state-paid and 
SGB-paid educators

Source: 2003–2012 data from The Presidency (Department of Monitoring and Evaluation),  
2012 Development Indicators; 2013 data sourced from Department of Basic Education  
(2013 NSC Examination Technical Report); 2014 data sourced from Department of Basic  
Education (National Senior Certificate: Information Booklet)

Source: Department of Higher Education and Training, Vital Stats 2011 Public Higher EducationSource: Department of Higher Education and Training, Vital Stats 2011 Public Higher Education

33

100

32

80

31

60

50 000

35

34

30

40

40 000

29
20

30 000

20 000

10 000

28 0

0

2004 20032005 20042006 20052007 20062008 20072009 20082010 20092011 20102012 20112013 20122014 20142013

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Percentage of those aged 5 years and older who attended 
schools and who do not pay tuition fees, 2002–2013

Source: Stats SA, 2013 General Household Survey

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

20032002 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Percentage distribution of student participation rates  
for individuals aged 18–29 years by population groups, 
2002 and 2013

Source: Stats SA, 2013 General Household Survey

20

15

10

5

0

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Black African Coloured Indian/Asian White South Africa

2002

2013

PG up to Hons

Masters

Doctoral

Total

2006 Women

2006 Men

2011 Women

2011 Men

 Women Men

2006 2011

Total Women Men TotalBusiness and 
Commerce

Education Humanities Science, 
Engineering and 

Technology

Total

120 000

100 000

80 000

60 000

40 000

20 000

0



State policy failure in overcoming 
low employer demand for skills in 

South Africa

André Kraak



40   2014 Transformation Audit / Breaking the mould: Prospects for radical socio-economic transformation

countries such as the UK and South Africa more productive 
and competitive after nearly two decades of supply-side 
restructuring. The supply-side model is not working.

Part of the problem with this approach has been its 
association with a particular interpretation of the meaning of 
the ‘knowledge-based economy’ (KBE) – what Norton Grubb 
(2006) has called the ‘educational gospel’ – an ideological 
framework that has shaped education and training policies 
the world over. This ‘gospel’ proclaimed that the KBE ‘would 
usher in an era of unbridled creativity where a workforce of 
knowledge workers, who would command “authorship” over 
their own work routines and activities, would be created’ 
(Keep & James 2012: 211). In order to compete in a globalised 
world, governments needed to invest heavily in human capital 
as the main contributor to increased productivity and com-
petitiveness. Unfortunately, argue Keep and James (2012),  
the notion that dull, routine, lower-paid employment would  
be swept away by a tide of knowledge work proved not to  
be the case. Twenty per cent of the British workforce are still 
in low-skill, low-paid precarious work. 

Keep and James (2012) view this policy orientation as a 
mis-diagnosis of the KBE. They identify a range of problems 
affecting the British labour market and economy, including:

 » narrow VET qualifications with limited underpinning 
academic content, especially in literacy and numeracy;

 » low returns to VET qualifications, and limited opportunities 
for progression from NVQs back into further and higher 
education;

 » an underlying lack of demand for higher skills from 
employers; and

 » a principled and ideological opposition to any form of ‘hard’ 
or ‘soft’ industrial policy aimed at steering firms toward 
higher value-added production. 

Each of the problems listed above is individually a serious 
cause for concern, but acting together as a mutually reinforc-
ing matrix of forces, they produce pressures on employers to 
not raise their demand for higher skills. They also contribute 
to individuals perceiving the incentives to learn in relation to 
employment as weak and not worth the effort (Keep & James 
2012). The solution proposed by governments such as those 
in the UK and South Africa – of increasing the supply of skilled 
and semi-skilled labour – is an inappropriate strategy, given 
low employer demand for increased skills. 

An alternative approach
The critique of supply-side dominance of education and 
training policy in the Anglo-Saxon world, but also within the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) community globally, has grown exponentially over 
the past decade. There is now an emerging consensus from a 
number of disciplinary fields that demand-side interventions 

Introduction
This article examines state policy reform in the further 
education and training (FET) college sector in South Africa 
over the past decade. Getting the colleges better aligned  
to the government’s economic and industrial policy initia-
tives is a major priority. They exist to provide the critical 
‘intermediate’-level skills needed in the economy – ideally 
comprising well-trained young people with vocationally 
oriented qualifications that are in demand in the economy. 
However, the reforms, which were intended to make college 
curricula more responsive to employer needs, have achieved 
the opposite effect: employer disillusionment. The analysis 
argues that the reforms have resulted in a supply-led system 
of vocational education and training (VET) provision in  
South Africa, as has occurred in other Anglo-Saxon countries. 
More specifically, the FET college sector reforms are centrally 
imposed and statist, involving little consultation with employers. 
The results have been disastrous. College throughput rates 
have plummeted and a high percentage of college graduates 
face unemployment. The extent of employer alienation and 
poor college outcomes do not provide an adequate platform 
for the ‘ramping-up’ of vocational and career-oriented skills 
needed for the government to reach its medium- to long-term 
economic goals.

Anglo-Saxon traditions
Historically, the skills regimes of most Anglo-Saxon countries 
– the UK, South Africa, New Zealand, Australia and Canada – 
have come to share similar institutional features, including 
those of the education and training system. For example, the 
FET colleges in each of these countries reflect very similar 
characteristics. The countries also share many of the same 
institutional weaknesses. 

Convergence of policy reforms intensified in the 1980s and 
1990s, with the spread of neo-liberal public sector reforms 
across the globe. Many of the reforms initially introduced in 
the UK were borrowed and copied across the Anglo-Saxon 
world. In South Africa, this included the introduction of sector 
skills councils (SSCs), a national qualifications framework 
(NQF), competitive and marketised funding arrangements, 
‘New Public Management’ methods of performance appraisal 
and target setting, and, importantly for this article, a new  
set of national vocational qualifications (NVQs) in the FET 
college sector.

The main area of policy convergence – and policy weakness 
– has been the adoption of ‘supply-side’ interventions in the 
VET system (for example, increasing the number of people 
acquiring an NVQ each year). However, this approach has 
received considerable criticism recently – especially in the UK 
and South Africa – because the vast investments in building 
the supply-side architecture (including the SSCs, the NQF and 
a plethora of NVQs) have not produced an equivalent outcome 
with respect to increased numbers of skilled people. Nor are 
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are necessary and that they are achieved most effectively by 
the integration of ‘economic development’ and ‘workforce 
development’ strategies in regional and local labour market 
settings. Three of these contributions are summarised below: 
the work of the ‘Oxford/SKOPE’ school; the work of the OECD 
on upgrading skills; and research on the community college 
system in the USA.

Low employer demand for skills
A group of ‘education and economy’ researchers based at 
Oxford University (Keep & Mayhew 1999, 2010; Keep & James 
2012) have played a prominent role in highlighting the flaws 
of the supply-side route in the UK. In doing so, they have 
worked closely with the Skills, Knowledge and Organisational 
Performance (SKOPE) research network based at Oxford  
and Cardiff universities (Ashton, Sung & Turbin 2000; Sung, 
Ashton & Raddon 2009; Payne 2007; Payne & Keep 2011). 
These writers have all been prominent critics of the supply-
side approach since the 1990s.

The Oxford/SKOPE school argues, firstly, that it is the product 
market or competitive strategy of a firm that determines a 
firm’s demand for skill – and certainly not national government 
skills policy. Secondly, the way in which this competitive 
strategy shapes the utilisation of skills on the factory floor is 
seen to be a result of the choices made by firms in using the 
skills of their employees (Sung et al. 2009). There are two 
important factors that reflect employer choice: the technologies 
used by employers; and the management of production 
systems and the high performance working practices they 
adopt (Sung et al. 2009). Improvements in skills are not 
sufficient on their own to move a company’s product market 
strategy up the value chain. This requires investment in capital 
equipment, product development and managerial innovation 
(Sung et al. 2009).

Re-shaping employer demand 
The OECD has also made a significant contribution to this 
debate. The OECD work on skills development is led, 
surprisingly, by its Local Employment and Economic 
Development (LEED) research directorate and not by its 
Education research division. LEED has published a number  
of monographs over the past decade on partnerships, 
decentralisation and skills upgrading. Skills development  
is increasingly being viewed as a key component of local 
strategies aimed at creating new jobs through the facilitation 
of firm restructuring to increase productivity, as well as through 
the creation of new jobs in the ‘green’ economy (OECD 2013).

This more proactive role will not be accomplished through 
the traditional passive labour market policy of matching 
jobseekers with vacancies, training the unemployed and sub-
sidising employment for the most disadvantaged workers. 
The OECD argues that this approach should be superseded 
by a more active labour market intervention, where employ-
ment and training agencies become major economic players 

in local and regional settings through interacting with firms  
to build their competitiveness.

What the OECD is suggesting is that skills upgrading lies  
at the core of what drives local economies. In many industries, 
‘learning by doing’ within the firm and collectivities of firms  
is the best way to develop skills. This requires a localised 
development focus (Martinez-Fernandez & Choi 2012).

Partnerships are a core component of the OECD focus. 
Local partnerships typically involve businesses, NGOs, VET 
institutions and local and regional government. Partnerships 
create more opportunities for local innovation, and utilise the 
skills and tacit knowledge of specific communities, often in 
‘cluster’ industrial strategies and other forms of ‘agglomeration’ 
economies. The key priority in this environment is the con-
tinuous upgrading of skills as product market and production 
processes change (Martinez-Fernandez & Choi 2012). 

This alternative insight into the skills needs of employers 
throws up a set of intervention practices entirely different to 
those commonly associated with supply-side VET. It requires 
localised and regional interventions at firm level to support 
what Delbridge et al. (2006) call firm-level ‘adaptive learning’ 
– strategies to improve value-added and competitiveness 
through changes in the organisation of work and deployment 
of skills. This requires a broader concept of ‘business support’ 
to improve competitiveness and not merely skills.

This analysis is congruent with the Oxford/SKOPE approach. 
It argues that policy-makers in the field of workforce develop-
ment should play a major role in joined-up strategies to help 
‘shape’ employer demand for skills, steering the local economy 
towards higher value-added production (Froy, Giguère & 
Meghnagi 2012). 

Breaking down silos
The task of integrating the work of local and regional economic 
development agencies with that of skills development 
agencies is not a simple or straightforward task. Much of what 
the OECD is arguing currently is shaped heavily by the 
experience of economic and workforce development agencies 

There is now an emerging 
consensus that demand-side 
interventions are necessary 
and that they are achieved 
most effectively by the 
integration of ‘economic 
development’ and ‘workforce 
development’ strategies in 
regional and local labour 
market settings.
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in the USA – which now work together. This was not always the 
case – previously these agencies ‘worked in silos and there 
was not much collaboration’ (Hamilton 2012: 8). There is a 
strong history of silo management dividing these two important 
policy portfolios into separate worlds. Generally, in most 
countries across the globe, policies to support skills and 
economic development are delivered by separate govern-
ment departments and ministries. Policy officials from these 
differing administrations pursue different strategies, which 
involve different actors, and the outcomes often contradict 
one another. For example, employment and skills are often 
managed from a labour supply perspective, while economic 
development is run from the demand point of view. The 
impact of such fragmentation on implementation is severe. 
Intended outcomes are often not achieved, while unintended 
and unforeseen discrepancies emerge, making the policy 
terrain more complicated and messy (Giguère 2008). 

Such divisions are often taken for granted and blamed on 
historical working relationships and organisational cultures. 
However, the OECD argues that such silos can be reduced by 
injecting greater flexibility into the management of policies, 
and through the implementation of effective local governance 
arrangements (OECD 2011).

The role of the college sector
The community college sector in the USA is cited by the 
OECD as playing an important role in demand-side upskilling 
– a role executed in partnership with employers, state-level 
government departments and NGOs. The American 
experience is an unlikely inspiration for skills development, 
given that the USA has no formal VET policy or vocational 
institutions, other than the community college system itself. 
However, it is the ‘policy integration’ of economic and work-
force development initiatives in the USA over the past two 
decades that has been significant, and is a source of inspiration 
for much of the OECD’s emphasis on building skills strategies 
at the local and regional level. This focus on ‘integration’ 
emerged with the passing of the federal-level Workforce 
Investment Act (WIA) in 1998. The WIA requires each state 
governor to submit a strategic workforce plan to the federal 
department of labour outlining a five-year strategy for its 
workforce development system. Once a state-level workforce 
plan is approved, funding is devolved to local workforce 
investment boards (LWIBs) against their own five-yearly plans. 

Today, there are over 600 LWIBs and 3 000 one-stop-shops, 
which provide a range of employment and training services. 
They operate in decentralised settings. Many states have 
used the WIA and its funds to forge partnerships across  
state-level agencies responsible for economic development 
and educational operations (Giguère 2008). The community 
colleges play a critical role in these partnerships. They have 
what Lakes (2012: 13) terms ‘enviable locational assets’, 
because of their regional distribution in the states and their 

ability to provide job training and placements for cluster firms. 
Also, many workforce development strategies are designed 
to serve hard-to-reach populations at the lower end of the wage 
scale. The colleges have a regional and local infrastructure 
that can reach these at-risk communities.

LWIBs do not train. Their purpose is purely to develop 
positive working relationships and partnerships with the 
business community and to coordinate and facilitate the 
provision of employment and training services. The LWIBs 
must understand the workforce needs of businesses and 
provide services that meet their needs. This can be done by 
providing labour market information, conducting outreach, 
integrating employer needs into training strategies, brokering 
relationships with job opportunities, making services easy to 
access, and co-ordinating with partners to reduce duplication. 
In addition to this co-ordination role, each of the 600 LWIBs  
is required to contract with local organisations to provide 
services. The LWIBs typically use community colleges, 
secondary schools and private companies to provide training 
(OECD 2013).

Since the passing of the WIA in 1998, community colleges 
have been aggressive and entrepreneurial in working with 
firms to provide customised training for incumbent workers 
and new entrants. Many colleges have created separate 
administrative divisions that offer non-credit courses to adults 
seeking to improve their skills. In addition, these units engage 
in a wide range of entrepreneurial activities, such as business 
support and product improvement (OECD 2010).

The American system has a dual role: to train the existing 
workforce of adult workers, who in most cases acquire  
non-credit-bearing customised training; and, secondly, to 
train young school-leavers, most of whom are on two-year 
associate degree programmes with the hope of transferring 
to four-year degree programmes offered by the university 
system. The downside of the system is an extremely poor 
success rate – with only 21.9 per cent of students graduating 
in 150 per cent of the expected time. Causes of such poor 
performance include weak reading and maths skills, as well 
as studying part-time and being distracted by work and 
family demands. Teaching staff are mostly part-time, with  
high student-to-counsellor ratios adding to the weaknesses  
in the system (Osterman 2010).

The South African college sector
The South African college sector played a central role, 
historically, in training white workers for artisanal labour in the 
racially segregated apartheid economy throughout most of 
the 20th Century. Originally started as technical institutes to 
service the mines and manufacturing plants that emerged 
around Johannesburg in the early 1900s, these institutions 
grew in number and size and became known as technical 
colleges after 1923 (Kraak & Perold 2003). By 1994, the year 
in which democracy was established in South Africa, there 
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were 152 such colleges spread across the country. However, 
a number of problems faced the new democratic government 
when it came into office. Colleges formerly restricted to white 
learners were located in the big cities closer to industry, 
whereas colleges designated for Africans were located in  
the former ‘homelands’ and far from sites of employment.  
The deracialisation of these colleges was the first priority  
and occurred relatively quickly. In 1991, 76 435 students were 
enrolled in technical colleges – two-thirds of these were white. 
By 2000, the sector had a headcount of 350 465 students,  
and this growth was largely due to a 75 per cent increase in 
African enrolments (Kraak & Perold 2003).

A second problem was that of a very outdated curriculum, 
which employers did not support. The apprenticeship system, 
which had so effectively supported white learners throughout 
the 20th Century, was now in severe decline, as was the case 
in other Anglo-Saxon countries during this time. Curriculum 
reform was needed urgently. However, the government  
began to attend to this only in 2007, because of other more 
pressing institutional changes and policy reforms.

The period 2000–2010 was a turbulent time for the FET 
college sector. The national government intervened with at 
least nine major policy initiatives. The first of these occurred 
in July 2001 with the publication of A New Institutional Land-
scape (DoE 2001), which recommended the establishment  
of 50 public FET colleges created out of the merger of the 152 
former technical colleges. Responsibility for implementing 
the mergers fell to the nine provincial education departments 
(DoE 2008). This difficult process of change took right up until 
2006 to reach finalisation. A primary aim of these mergers was 
to create a set of mega-institutions comprising consolidated 
resources and systems, which would be able to overcome 
some of the historical inequalities that existed between the 
apartheid-built former technical colleges.

The passing of the Further Education and Training Colleges 
Act 16 of 2006 (FET Act) was a second key moment in the 
government’s attempts to transform the sector. The FET Act 
focused primarily on the construction of a new vision for the 
sector as a ‘modern, vibrant FET college system’ built on a 
‘foundation of lifelong learning and responsive to the needs  
of the 21st Century’ (DoE 2008: 8). A key component of  
this modernisation was the launching of a new curriculum 

framework – the National Certificate Vocational (NCV) – and a 
new governance structure, with independent college councils 
granted significant autonomy to steer institutions and employ 
their own staff. 

The National Certificate Vocational 
The launch of the new NCV curriculum in 2007 was the third, 
and by far the most decisive, moment for the FET college 
sector in terms of institutional change. It had a dramatic 
impact on the sector, both positive and negative. The NCV 
represented a major initiative to shift college provision away 
from past forms of training, which had been perceived to be 
based on a rather narrow trade training model. The govern-
ment sought, through the NCV, to focus on ‘general vocational 
programmes which supported the development of vocational 
skills with a sufficient breadth of knowledge and a strong 
general education foundation’ (DoE 2008: 14). 

The NCV curriculum at NQF levels 2, 3 and 4 was developed 
in 2006, workshopped with stakeholders and finally imple-
mented for the first time in January 2007. Its rollout in the 
period 2007–2010 had a hugely disruptive impact on the 
sector, triggering several new problems, including a rapid 
decline in enrolments in the old trade-oriented NATED (‘N’) 
programmes (the theoretical component of the old apprentice-
ship system). In particular, the change management process 
around the NCV was problematic, with insufficient institutional 
support for the training of FET college lecturers to cope  
with the new curricula, and with extremely blunt instruments 
steering the restructuring. For example, funding norms were 
introduced that prioritised NCV enrolments at the expense  
of ‘N’ enrolments (which received no funding). An 80 per cent 
cap was also imposed on college enrolments – only 20 per 
cent of enrolments would be allowed in programmes other 
than the NCV. Eighty per cent of enrolments had to form part 
of the NCV (DoE 2008). These crude instruments were not 
sufficiently sensitive to the difficulties of change and transition. 

The publication of the National Plan for Further Education 
and Training Colleges in South Africa in December 2008 was 
the fourth substantive policy intervention in the sector during 
the past decade. A key feature of the plan was the marketing 
and ‘branding’ of the colleges as ‘institutions of choice’, 
primarily through building a new vision and mission for the 
sector based on the following goals: increasing youth and 
adult participation in FET colleges to one million enrolled 
students by 2014; introducing a system of programme 
qualification mixes (PQMs) to ensure differentiated delivery; 
and building strong linkages with industry in support of  
work experience opportunities (DoE 2008; DHET 2010a). 

The fifth change of the decade came in June 2009 with  
the installation of a new political administration under the 
leadership of President Jacob Zuma. Several new govern-
ment departments were created, including the integrated, 
post-school Department of Higher Education and Training 

Colleges formerly restricted to 
white learners were located in  
the big cities closer to industry, 
whereas colleges designated  
for Africans were located in  
the former ‘homelands’ and  
far from sites of employment.
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(DHET), which was ceded regulatory authority over three 
critical subsectors of the post-school system: FET colleges, 
higher education and skills development.

FET colleges were administered for a long time at the 
provincial government level. Ever since 1994, this responsi-
bility fell to the nine provincial departments of education. 
However, in June 2009, FET colleges became a national 
competence, as is the case for higher education. This was a 
dramatic reversal of steering mechanisms proposed in the 
FET plan released only 6 months earlier, which focused on the 
role of the ‘Inter-Provincial Committee for FET Colleges’. Prior 
to June 2009, these provincial bodies were the institutional 
architecture that drove the implementation of FET policies in 
the nine provinces (DoE 2008).

The sixth and most recent policy intervention in the FET 
college sector was the publication of the Green Paper for  
Post-School Education and Training in January 2012 (DHET 
2012a). The Green Paper commits the DHET to a number of 
new and ambitious targets to be attained by 2030: the depart-
ment wants to see university headcount enrolments reach  
1.5 million by 2030 (almost double current enrolments) and  
4 million headcount enrolments in colleges and other post-
school institutions (DHET 2012a). It also believes that the 
integration of education and training functions into a single, 
unified national department and ministry of higher education 
and training will resolve many of the problems previously 
faced in the VET sector.

The rise and fall of the NCV and ‘N’ programmes
As indicated above, the NCV was introduced in 2007 to solve 
a wide array of problems associated with the ‘N’ courses. 
These had to do with poor quality teaching, weak linkages 
with industry, and antiquated technology (DHET 2010a). The 
‘N’ courses were trade-oriented and not sufficiently flexible 
and modern to be expanded outside of the traditionally 
narrow confines of engineering. In particular, it was a poor 
curricular framework for new occupational fields emerging in 
the services sector.

In its attempt to modernise the curriculum, the government 
required that all 14 new fields of NVC study incorporate 
fundamentals such as language and mathematics; and its 
greater attention to the integration of theory and practice means 
that the NCV has become more academically challenging  
than the ‘N’ programmes (DoE 2010). It requires all students 
to enrol for a language, life orientation (which includes a 
business computing component) and mathematics or mathe-
matical literacy course over and above their four vocational 
subjects per NQF level. These additional requirements attempt 
to compensate for weaknesses evident in the basic education 
system (DHET 2010a). The NCV represents a dramatic shift  
in curriculum structure and process away from the old ‘N’ 
mode of teaching, as is illustrated in Table 3.1.

The description of the NCV in Table 3.1 is ideal-type and 

theoretical. In practice, in its short lifespan of six years, many 
problems have emerged, which have undermined its potential 
impact. The next section discusses a number of these problems 
(many of them unexpected and unintended).

NCV and ‘N’ enrolments
The flat structure of enrolments over the past decade has 
been a major underpinning problem. The FET college sector 
in 2010 comprised 332 580 headcount learners, enrolled as 
shown in Table 3.2.

As is evident in Table 3.2, aggregate enrolment remained 
relatively flat during the period 2007–2010, despite govern-
ment policy, which has sought to expand enrolments up to 
one million learners by 2014, and despite extensive financial 
investment in the sector. The provision of bursaries to students 
enrolling for the NCV has also not boosted aggregate enrol-
ment in the sector. The factors contributing to this scenario 
have not yet been determined by research, but one cause for 
concern is the fairly dramatic decline in the ‘N’ programmes. 
Enrolments in the N1–N3 fields have been brutally diminished, 
including in engineering studies, which is a key component  
in the training of artisans in South Africa. The primary reason 
for this reduction was to make space for the new NCV pro-
grammes that were introduced in 2007.

Another factor in this enrolment decline is that the govern-
ment has acted erroneously in restricting the growth of 
post-N3 enrolments for more than a decade. For example, in 
2001, the New Institutional Landscape document instructed 
the sector to focus only on N1–N3 provision rather than the 
post-N3 levels. The document suggested reducing post-N3 
delivery to no more than 10 per cent of total provision. In 
2006, the FET Act capped the provision of NQF level 5 and 6 
courses in FET colleges. If colleges wanted to offer higher 
education programmes at NQF levels 5 and 6, they would 
require prior ministerial approval to do so. These programmes 
also had to be managed under the authority of an accredited 
higher education provider. The FET plan of 2008 suggested 
that only 20 per cent of provision should be in non-NCV-
related training programmes, including post-FET courses.

As a consequence of these rather short-sighted directives, 
post-N3 provision was reduced from 57 per cent of total 
enrolments in 1998 to 44 per cent by 2010. This trajectory of 
restriction poses problems today for those colleges that have 
the ability to build stronger articulation pathways between  
the FET colleges and higher education, particularly the 
universities of technology.

It is a strange irony, therefore, that enrolments in the N4–N6 
programmes remained relatively high in 2010, in defiance  
of the restrictive government policy during the 2007–2009 
period. The current composition of the FET college system 
has become highly distorted because of the blunt instruments 
used to enforce change over the past decade. The current 
programmatic composition the FET college system is shown 
in Table 3.3.
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Tough curriculum standards
As indicated above, the NCV comprises a far higher curriculum 
standard than that applied previously to the ‘N’ programmes. 
Creating a new curriculum with higher cognitive and peda-
gogic demands than its precursor has created new problems 
for the sector. For example, to acquire an NCV, students need 
to achieve 40 per cent in the two fundamental (compulsory) 
subjects: the required official language and life orientation. 
They also need to achieve 30 per cent in mathematics or 
mathematical literacy (another compulsory module). Lastly, 
then need to achieve 50 per cent in all four vocational subjects 
(DoE 2010).

It appears that many learners do not meet these compulsory 
requirements and are unable to proceed to the next NCV 
level. They might have passed a few of the seven modules  
in each NCV level but they do not attain the full qualification. 
The department has made an administrative decision that 
learners can progress to the next NCV level carrying a 
maximum of three failed subjects, which they would need to 
‘catch up’. This has now created a huge bottleneck in the 
system, which is difficult to clear. The problem has definitely 
affected completion rates at the NCV level 4, although the 
exact scale of these progression problems is not yet known.

A second curriculum-related problem is that the current 
teaching force finds it difficult to teach the NCV after a lifetime 
of teaching only ‘N’ courses. Most college lecturing staff  
were inducted into the teaching profession through offering 
the ‘N’ courses, which had no practical component. This was 
because these courses were connected historically to the 
apprenticeship scheme, which had its own internal link to 
work experience and practical training. To overcome this 
serious deficiency in the NCV curriculum, the practical 
component of each of the vocational subjects has to be 
combined with the practical assessment task conducted 
during the year – the integrated summative assessment  
task (ISAT). College lecturers and their students have found 
undertaking this task very challenging as a result of the  
lack of experience in using ISAT (DHET 2010b). Part of  
the problem is that most college lecturers have a technical 
qualification at NQF levels 2–5, and no formal pedagogical 
training (DHET 2010b). They are, therefore, not familiar with 
the methodology around integrated summative assessment. 
Another problem is that only a minority of college lecturers 
maintain their industry linkages and experience base. For 
example, in a recent survey, only 30 per cent of engineering 
lecturers surveyed had recent industry-based work experience 
(DHET 2010b). Complicating this picture even further, many 
college lecturers are faced with multiple schooling levels in 
one NCV class. Lecturers, thus, struggle to cater for learners 
who may have a Grade 12 certificate sitting alongside those 
who only have a Grade 9 or 10 in the same class (DHET 
2010b).

Table 3.1: Key differences between the ‘N’ and NCV programmes 
 at FET colleges

Average age  
of learner

‘N’ programme NCV programme

Qualification 
level

16 years old N1 (equivalent  
to Grade 10)

NCV 2  
(NQF level 2)

17 years old N2 (equivalent  
to Grade 11)

NCV 3  
(NQF level 3)

18 years old N3 (equivalent to 
Grade 12 – final 
year of secondary 
school)

NCV 4  
(NQF level 4)

19–21  
years old

N4-6 (post-FET 
provision)

(NQF level 5)

Assessment Exam-oriented Exams plus  
a practical 
assessment task

Curriculum 
model

Content-based 
learning

Outcomes-based 
learning

Duration Six months for 
business studies 
and three months 
for engineering 
studies

One year per  
NQF level 

Three years  
for a NCV 4 
qualification

Financial 
sponsorship

Apprentices 
sponsored by 
employer

Other students 
are private and 
pay full fees

NSFAS bursaries 
available

Table 3.2: Total enrolments, FET college sector, 2007–2010

 Total ‘N’ 
enrolments

Total NCV 
enrolments

Other 
enrolments

Total 
enrolled

2007 245 230 31 414 45 449 322 093

2008 178 086 81 742 41 250 301 078

2009 175 999 166 469 42 638 385 106

2010 169 803 122 257 40 520 332 580

Source: Cosser, Kraak & Reddy (2012) 

Table 3.3: Programme composition of the FET college system by 
 programme type, 2010

Programme
Total 

enrolments Percentage

1 N1–N3 (FET-level provision) 24 939 7

2 N4–N6 (post-FET provision) 144 864 43

3 NCV 122 257 38

4 Other 40 520 12

Total 332 580 100

Source: Cosser et al. (2012)
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Poor completion rates
Accurate data on NCV completion rates are hard to come by. 
Progression rates at the ‘full qualification’ level – for example, 
reporting on those who attained the NCV levels 2, 3 and 4 – 
are extremely low. In 2009, for example, 8 216 learners 
graduated with NCV level 2 and 789 with NCV level 3. How-
ever, total enrolments in 2009 comprised 93 293 candidates 
for NCV level 2 and 24 637 for NCV level 3 (DoE 2010).  
This suggests a completion rate of 8.8 per cent for NCV level 
2 and 3.2 per cent for NCV level 3. Cohort progression rates 
(comprising the three years of the senior secondary school 
vocational track – NCV levels 2, 3 and 4) appear to be equally 
low. For example, of the 26 540 students enrolled for NCV 
level 2 in 2007, only 1 194 passed the level 4 NCV examinations 
in 2009 – a 4.4 per cent ‘cohort’ progression rate. Colleges 
were not able to grow new enrolments in 2010, because of the 
backlog of mature students needing to repeat failed subjects. 

Curricula not aligned to industry 
Many employers and vocational education specialists claim 
that the NCV has not been adequately aligned to the needs  
of industry. In addition, colleges are currently ill-equipped  
to help students find workplace experience. The strongest 
reflection of employer abstention from employing the outputs 
of the FET college system are the high rates of unemployment 
amongst graduates of the college system. Cosser et al. (2003) 
and Gewer (2010) provide useful insights into the employ-
ment prospects of FET college graduates. Cosser et al. (2003) 
undertook a relatively large-scale and representative tracer 
study of graduate destinations in the FET college sector, 
choosing the 1999 cohort of graduates. The findings of the 
survey were alarming – 31 per cent were unemployed or 
economically inactive for other reasons. In a similar tracer 
survey of 2003 college graduates, Gewer (2010) finds that one-
third of respondents reported not having been in employment. 
It must be noted that at least an additional third of participants 
in both surveys continued to study in the FET college sector, 
which is both positive, in the sense that people continue to 
seek additional education, and negative, in that it might reflect 
avoidance behaviour, given the high levels of unemployment 
in the labour market.

In the light of the above problems, the NCV does not 
represent a huge improvement over the shortcomings of the ‘N’ 
courses, which were criticised for precisely the same reasons. 
Colleges have also not succeeded in forging partnerships 
with other institutions in society. In the absence of strong 
societal linkages, the colleges have become very isolated, 
failing to help construct pathways for graduates into work. 

Conclusion
The past decade has been a period of dramatic change for 
the FET college sector – change which, unfortunately, has 
triggered considerable institutional instability. Key features  

of this crisis have been described, including many of the 
unexpected and unintended consequences of poorly imple-
mented change. Many of these policy errors have been 
acknowledged by the new political administration that came 
into office in 2009. As a consequence, the government has 
reversed some of the more problematic decisions made 
earlier in the transition. Firstly, the department decided in 
December 2009 to delay the phasing out of the N1–3 courses, 
essentially to allow colleges to continue to register students 
for N1–3 courses where there is demonstrable industry 
support (DHET 2010a). The Green Paper agreed with this 
decision to ‘extend the life of these programmes until the N 
courses are fully reviewed’ and noted that ‘there will continue 
to be a need for the colleges to offer programmes which 
constitute the theoretical component of apprenticeships that 
are being revived and strengthened’ (DHET 2012a: 23).

Secondly, the FET Round Table and Summit processes in 
2010 noted that the N4–N6 courses provide ‘a useful path- 
way for students from the FET college sector, as well as  
adult learners only able to study part-time, to enter higher 
education’ (DHET 2010a: 30). The DHET has committed  
itself to relook at ways of establishing linkages for students 
between FET colleges and higher education programmes 
(DHET 2010a). The Green Paper also acknowledges that 
‘there is an urgent need to review and replace or improve  
the N4–N6 programmes’ (DHET 2012a: 23)

The most significant change of all has been the transfer  
of administrative control over FET colleges from the provinces 
to single, unified national government. This has required 
substantial changes to FET legislation and to the country’s 
Constitution. These legislative reforms were formalised on  
15 May 2012 when the Further Education and Training 
Colleges Amendment Act was signed into law – a move that 
has effectively put all FET colleges in the country under the 
authority of the national DHET (DHET 2012b).

Administrative silos 
The pooling of administrative control over all VET institutions 
in the national DHET comprises a major and potentially 
positive change. A fundamental cause of policy failure in  
the past has been the turf battles between the two national 
Departments of Education and Labour, with animosity generally 

Many employers and vocational 
education specialists claim that 
the NCV has not been adequately 
aligned to the needs of industry.  
In addition, colleges are currently 
ill-equipped to help students find 
workplace experience.
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characterising dynamics between the two. Soobrayan and 
Marock (2007) describe it as an ongoing ‘tug of war’, which 
weakened co-ordination efforts around national human 
resources development.

This animosity negatively affected the evolution of the  
FET college system during the 2000s, with policy imposed on 
FET colleges from above. Employers were not consulted in 
any substantive way, and curriculum experts were ignored. 
The new NVC policy framework was not piloted, and was 
imposed on the college system in 2007 with the dramatic 
consequences already described. The restructuring in South 
Africa shares many of the flawed elements of the UK model  
of VET reform. The following five problems in both countries 
stand out as being particularly severe: 

1. Neglect of the demand side: As in the UK, the South African 
college reforms were founded on a supply-side approach 
of increasing the output of graduates with vocational 
qualifications, while leaving a low-skill, low-wage business 
environment unchanged. This approach has been ‘con-
sistently unable to ensure that improved skill supply is 
matched by greater demand for, and utilisation of, skills  
in the workplace’ (Lanning & Lawton 2012: 20). Delbridge 
et al. (2006) argue that skills can make a substantive contri-
bution to productivity only if they are effectively deployed 
in the firm. Supply-side skills policies are not sufficient.

2. Lack of employer ‘buy-in’: Although the FET college 
reforms in South Africa and the UK were billed as ‘employer-
led’, the reality has been that few or no actual employers 
were directly involved. This has led to ‘disillusionment for 
both employers and public sector partners and a degree 
of cynicism about the extent to which real employer  
views are being captured’ (UKCES 2010: 14). This lack of 
employer buy-in throws up a big gap between the official 
policy rhetoric about ‘employer-led’ reform and the actual 
reality on the ground.

3. ‘Statist’ models: In contrast to employer-led approaches, 
the system that has evolved in the UK (and South Africa)  
is civil servant dominated, with the government imposing 
national skills policy frameworks on employers without 
their consent and buy-in. The UKCES (2010: 16) states this 
contradictory reality bluntly: ‘the public sector is the main 
driver behind some “employer-led” arrangements so the 
idea of employer leadership is a misnomer’. Lanning and 
Lawton (2012: 3) argue that the failure to engage employers 
has led to an over-reliance on centralised, state-led pro-
grammes and institutions to fill the gap.

4. Absence of partnerships with the college sector: Unlike 
the American community college system, the South  
African and UK college sectors have failed to establish 
strong partnerships with industry in localised or regional 

settings, which meet employer demand for skills through 
customised and specifically tailored training packages. The 
absence of these sorts of partnership strategies signifies 
the failure of the college sector to attend to the demand-
side needs of the economy.

5. Poor progression from VET to higher education: Pro-
gression is a major problem for learners who graduate  
with VET qualifications in Anglo-Saxon countries, including 
the USA, UK and South Africa. In all contexts, graduates 
with NVQs struggle to gain access to higher education 
degree programmes. Tertiary-level VET is highly under-
developed in all of these countries, compared with Central 
European and Scandinavian countries. For example, transfer 
from two-year associate degree qualifications obtained  
at community colleges in the USA into four-year university 
degree-awarding colleges is very low. The situation is 
similar in the UK and South Africa (Osterman 2010; Kraak 
2008; Fuller & Unwin 2012).

Lanning and Lawton (2012) argue that the strong focus on 
skills as the solution to weak productivity, low wages and  
poor progression opportunities has led to an overreliance on 
the state to fill the gap left by the market, and has overplayed 
the ability of skills policy alone to achieve economic com-
petitiveness and social justice. 

Continuous institutional instability 
An additional problem rooted in the UK system but also 
evident in the South African FET college system is never-
ending reform, in the UK dating as far back as the Thatcher 
era of the late 1970s. These constant reforms deprive the  
VET systems in both countries of stability and continuity.  
It takes at least five years for institutional reforms to take 
effect, yet constant state reforms in structure and legislation 
continually undo the impact that might have been achieved 
(UKCES 2010).

The irony facing South Africa today is that, while it admires 
the developmental state capabilities of countries in South East 
Asia such as Singapore and South Korea – capabilities which 
are based on the capacity of the state to steer and reshape 
demand-side conditions – South Africa’s education and training 
reforms mirror far more closely the neo-liberal market-led 
restructuring of the UK and other Anglo-Saxon countries  
such as Australia. Here, the faith in the ‘education gospel’ 
around supply-side interventions, while the demand-side is 
left unchanged and subject to market forces, appears naïve in  
the light of the ‘misdiagnosis’ described by Keep and James 
(2012) above. This is the Anglo-Saxon burden which South 
Africa appears unable to break away from. The ideological 
influence of the former coloniser and the global belief that the 
knowledge-based economy requires vast supply-side inputs 
continues to be dominant and influential in former British 
colonies such as South Africa. 
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Chapter 
FOUR
Poverty and Inequality
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The poor were negatively affected by the 2008 global financial recession, as can be seen in the increase in the percentage of people living 
in extreme poverty from 26.6 per cent in 2006 to 32.4 per cent 2009. As the economy recovered, and with an expanding social safety  
net, the numbers living in extreme poverty dropped to 20.2 per cent in 2011. Poverty levels have also dropped since 2006; there were  
23 million poor people in 2011 compared to 27.1 million in 2006. 

Children remain vulnerable to the effects of poverty. In 2012, 32.4 per cent of children lived in households without an employed adult and 
56 per cent lived below the poverty line of R653 per month. The child grant has played a major role in reducing child income poverty, as 
well as reducing the number of children living in households where there is reported hunger.

However, income inequality (as measured by the Gini coefficient) has continued to grow, and the distribution of income is still largely 
unequal along racial lines. Notably, income inequality among the poor grew between 1993 and 2010. With improved provision of basic 
services, significant progress was made in the multidimensional poverty index. It is important to note the drop in multidimensional 
poverty in comparison with money-metric poverty.

Poverty and Inequality at a Glance

Life expectancy at birth: Emerging economies

Poverty trends, 2006–2011

2006 2009 2011

Percentage of population that is poor 
(below upper-bound poverty line)

57.2% 56.8% 45.5%

Number of poor persons (million) 27.1 27.8 23.0

Poverty gap for the upper-bound 
poverty line

26.7% 27.9% 19.6%

Percentage of population living  
in extreme poverty (below food 
poverty line)

26.6% 32.4% 20.2%

Number of extremely poor persons 
(million)

12.6 15.8 10.2

Poverty gap for the food poverty line 8.5% 11.6% 6.2%

Source: Stats SA, Poverty Trends 2014
Data notes: The poverty lines used were applied to survey data collected through the Income and Expenditure 
Survey (IES)2005/2006, Living Conditions Survey (LCS) 2008/2009 and the IES 2010/2011. The poverty lines  
were benchmarked to March prices as these represent the mid-point of each survey. Upper-bound Poverty Line: 
Inflation-adjusted per capita per month in Rands: March 2006, R431; March 2009, R577; March 2011, R620

South Africa’s human development indicators in perspective

Source: UNDP, Human Development Report 2013
Data in the tables are those available to the Human Development Report Office as of 
15 November 2013, unless otherwise specified

HDI 
score 
2013

2013

Russia(2012: 55)57

Brazil(2012: 85)79

China(2012: 101)91

South Africa(2012: 121)118

India(2012: 136)135

Brazil China Egypt India Indonesia Nigeria Russian Federation South Africa

1990–1995 67.5 70.0 65.5 59.3 64.5 46.1 66.6 62.3

2010–2015 73.8 75.2 71.1 66.3 70.7 52.3 67.9 57.1

Source: UNDESA, World Mortality Report 2013
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Average annual household expenditure and  
household assets in 2011

URBAN 
HOUSEHOLD

RURAL 
HOUSEHOLD

R47 129

4.3

R47 847

Average annual household 
consumption expenditure

Average household size

Household income

R118 546

3.5

R127 576

Average annual household 
consumption expenditure

Average household size

Household income

39%

79%

11%

Piped water  
inside/on site

Electricity

Flush toilet

86%
Ownership of  
dwelling

89%

91%

87%

Piped water  
inside/on site

Electricity

Flush toilet

67%
Ownership of  
dwelling

Source: Stats SA, Poverty Trends 2014
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Vulnerable children, 2003–2014

Multidimensional poverty measures for South Africa, 1993–2010

Gini coefficients, 1993–2010Percentage of households vulnerable to hunger, 2002–2013

Access to water and sanitation, 2002–2013

Children 
living in 

child-headed 
household

Children 
living in 
income  
poverty
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accordance with their own choices and values – development 
is something that people must do for themselves’. There are 
other conceptions of development, such as those informed  
by the scholarship of Frantz Fanon, Molefi Kete Asante and 
Amartya Sen, but this article uses straightforward, if not 
simplistic, views of what development is.

Background
Apartheid colonialism employed various strategies and 
policies to sustain white control over the economy and to 
guarantee superior living conditions at the expense of South 
Africa’s other population groups.1 One way of examining  
the severity of the ramifications of apartheid colonialism is  
to analyse the post-apartheid development dilemmas that 
constrain South Africa’s socio-economic progress. The main 
ones are race relations, economic inequality and poverty. In 
discourses related to the latter two, the government frequently 
talks of the ‘triple challenge’ of unemployment, poverty and 
inequality. Linked to the three main development dilemmas  
is unemployment, because of a poorly performing economy, 
and weak human development, because of poor education 
and health. 

With regard to race relations, the Development Indicators 
(MME 2012) show that public opinion improved between 
2002 and 2004, and remained at the same level until about 
2007. From 2007, the share of those who believed that race 
relations were improving declined significantly. In 2011, only 
40 per cent believed that they were improving – more or  
less the same figure as a decade earlier in 2001. The 2013 
South African Reconciliation Barometer, however, indicates 
that 44 per cent of those surveyed felt that race relations  
have improved since 1994 (IJR 2013). Arguably, even though 
much has been done to transform race, gender and class 
relations in South Africa, weighted outcomes reveal dis-
appointing progress. 

There is a general consensus in South Africa that inequality, 
particularly economic inequality, and poverty, specifically 
income poverty, have remained unacceptably high. Again,  
the ramifications of apartheid colonialism become glaring 
when examining economic inequality and income poverty.  
As Isobel Frye and her co-researchers put it, ‘poverty and 
inequality in South Africa have a very clear racial bias as  
a result of the colonial and apartheid policies of racial 
discrimination and deliberate impoverishment’ (Frye, Farred 
& Nojekwa 2011: 260). Also, Bhorat and Van der Westhuizen 
(2010: 14) argue that, ‘in the South African context, the strong 
inequality between the various racial groups has always  
been a significant driver of aggregate inequality and poverty’. 
Although inequality is largely a function of an under-
transformed labour market and a skewed structure of the 
economy in South Africa, the entrenched legacy of apartheid 
colonialism has ensured that economic inequality has increased 
and remains very high.2

Introduction
2014 not only commemorates 20 years of democracy, it also 
marks the year that the South African government had set for 
itself to meet, and surpass, most of the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDGs). The MDGs were adopted in September 
2000 through the Millennium Declaration at the 55th session 
of the United Nations General Assembly, convened as the 
‘Millennium Assembly’. South Africa had also set specific 
goals of its own in 2004 – some of which overlapped with the 
MDGs – that were to be achieved by 2014. These include: 
reducing poverty and unemployment by half; providing the 
skills required by the economy; and reducing cases of tuber-
culosis, diabetes, malnutrition and maternal deaths, turning 
the tide against HIV/AIDS, and reducing preventable causes 
of death. It is clear that due to policy paralysis, many goals will 
be missed. 

Although South Africa sequenced policies and reforms 
relatively well from the 1990s to mid-2000s, binding policy 
constraints since then have restricted the country’s ability to 
meet all the MDGs on time. Arguably, the MDGs would have  
been achievable had it not been for these constraints, which 
resulted in failure to properly address the legacy of apartheid 
colonialism. The argument that South Africa’s socio-economic 
progress is limited by skewed global power relations does 
not account fully for the inability to achieve the MDGs. The 
alternative view that South Africa has not progressed enough 
regarding social and economic development because of 
state-capital relations also has only partial explanatory value 
– most, if not all, of the targets could have been achieved 
through effective public policies. 

This article examines policy reforms over the past 20 years, 
and proposes what needs to be done to achieve the targets 
specified in the Millennium Declaration. It focuses on two 
areas: the extent to which South Africa has met or missed the 
MDGs; and policy proposals regarding issues that should be 
prioritised in order for speedy socio-economic development 
to take place in South Africa. Socio-economic development, 
for the purpose of this chapter, is understood to mean an 
effect or outcome, through various mechanisms, which results 
in improvement in the lives of the people. Development, 
broadly, according to Claude Ake (1996: 125), ‘is the process 
by which people create and recreate themselves and their  
life circumstances to realise higher levels of civilisation in 

There is a general consensus in 
South Africa that inequality, 
particularly economic inequality, and 
poverty, specifically income poverty, 
have remained unacceptably high.
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The major thrust of South Africa’s challenges has to do with 
apartheid colonialism and its profound and lingering legacy. 
It is in this context that the government should have been 
more serious about meeting MDGs and addressing other 
pressing developmental challenges.3 South Africa’s relatively 
peaceful transition confounded the expectations of many 
sceptics, who mooted the possibility of a racial war (CDE 
2014). However, given the socio-economic challenges that 
South Africa continues to face, and what appears to be a 
deterioration in government affairs as well as the general 
weakening of social cohesion,4 South Africa’s political stability 
is increasingly challenged. In his latest book, Lawrence 
Hamilton (2014: 128) argues that South Africa is a case of a 
‘revolution [still] pending’.

Economic performance and the labour market
The performance of an economy and the functioning of a 
labour market, as well as associated issues, have implications 
for socio-economic development. For instance, jobs are 
important in order to meet many developmental goals. Below 
is a brief reflection on areas that are, or were, critical for 
achieving MDG targets in the context of South Africa. 

The economy
Although South Africa’s gross domestic product (GDP) 
performance could be celebrated, it has underperformed  
in comparison to its developing nation peers. Looking at 
comparable countries such as Botswana, India, Nigeria and 
Malaysia, South Africa’s economic performance has been 
mediocre, as shown in Table 4.1. All comparable economies 
grew at a much faster pace than did South Africa over the 
period 2000–2010. Since the stabilisation of the economy in 
the mid-1990s to early 2000s, there has not been a clear and 
consistent economic policy for growing the economy faster 
and more sustainably. The 1996 Growth, Employment and 
Redistribution (GEAR) framework played its part in stabilising 
an economy that had effectively fallen apart. The 2005 
Accelerated and Shared Growth Initiative for South Africa 
(ASGISA) could have assisted in further growing the economy 
and in ensuring the inclusivity of such growth, but it was short-
lived. In 2010, another intervention was unveiled – the New 

Growth Path (NGP). The NGP was soon overtaken by the 
National Development Plan (NDP). Neither the NGP nor the 
NDP is a policy intervention that could address the structural 
challenges facing the South African economy and/or the 
reform of the labour market.

The government, and sympathetic analysts, believe that 
South Africa’s weak economic performance is attributable 
primarily to the global economic recession. It would seem, 
however, that the South African economy started deteriorating 
before the global economic crisis. It also seems that the 
deterioration in the South African economy is domestically 
induced, largely because of the poor management of state 
resources and the economy in general over the past five 
years. Looking at GDP figures before the global economic 
crisis, Nigeria, Malaysia and India, as captured in Table 4.1, 
grew much faster than South Africa. It is not surprising that 
Nigeria recently overtook South Africa as the biggest 
economy on the African continent.

Employment and unemployment
Another critical challenge facing the post-apartheid govern-
ment is employment creation and its related malaise, poverty. 
Major efforts have been made by the state and its institutions 
to accelerate job creation amongst previously disadvantaged 
citizens. However, the employment performance of the 
economy has not met the needs of society adequately. 
According to the Centre for Development Enterprise (CDE 
2014: 18), South Africa has one of the world’s highest recorded 
unemployment rates (using the expanded definition), stand-
ing at 35 per cent of the workforce and 60 per cent of young 
people aged 18–24 years. While it would be incorrect to 
assert that the country has experienced jobless growth, many 
of the newly created jobs have been precarious and of poor 
quality, and others are under pressure or have disappeared 
as a result of the economic recession (Stats SA 2014). 

South Africa faces further complexities related to an uneven 
labour market environment, the changing nature of work, lack 
of labour market measurement instruments, and servicing 
multi-class beneficiaries ranging from highly skilled, employed 
workers, through to low-skilled, unemployed jobseekers. The 
fragmented nature of South Africa’s labour market, increasing 
informality, casualisation and externalisation of the labour 

Table 4.1: GDP growth, South Africa and other developing countries, 2000–20105

 2000 2001 2002 2003 2005 2006 2007 2008 2010

South Africa 4.2 2.7 3.7 2.9 5.3 5.6 5.5 3.6 2.9

Botswana 5.9 3.5 9.0 6.3 6.1 4.5 4.8 2.9 7.2

India 4.0 5.2 3.8 8.4 9.3 9.3 9.8 4.9 9.7

Malaysia 8.9 0.5 5.4 5.8 5.3 5.8 6.5 4.7 7.2

Nigeria 5.3 4.4 3.8 10.4 6.5 6.0 6.4 6.0 7.0

Source: MME (2012)
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market have undoubtedly worsened the job crisis and 
affected the economic status of the ordinary working class. 
According to Godfrey, Maree and Theron (2006), the need to 
rebuild a fractured and uneven labour market has provided 
great impetus to labour reforms, all of which pay special 
attention to workers and labour rights. These reforms focus 
on the provision of equal rights to all employees, the protection 
of organisational rights and the democratisation of the work-
place through the establishment of a central system of collective 
bargaining and workplace forums, as well as sanctioning 
worker participation in all decision-making processes of the 
workplace.

Even though extensive efforts have been made by the ANC-
led government to transform the skewed and discriminatory 
character of the South African labour market, it remains, 
arguably, the major economic challenge facing post-apartheid 
South Africa (see Table 4.2). 

As Table 4.2 shows, the percentage of unemployed people 
in South Africa has increased in the past five years, and in some 
provinces these figures are cause for particular concern.  
For the country as a whole, unemployment increased from 
21.8 per cent in 2008 to 25.6 per cent in 2013. In the Free 
State, the percentage of jobless labour market participants 
increased from 22.6 per cent to 33.1 per cent over the same 
period. 

Education
The South African report on the MDGs reminds us that: 

in capturing the education challenge in South Africa, 
Nelson Mandela in 1998 said that unlike amongst 
Whites, in the case of Blacks, the conditions at home 
were totally different from those at school. Black children 
are raised by parents some of whom have not seen  
the inside of a school, transport to school is non-existent 
and the home is crowded leaving very little room for 
meaningful after school study and support. (RSA 2013)

There is emerging consensus that the quality of education in 
South Africa is poor and the curricula are not well structured, 
given the legacy of the Bantu education system. The duality  
of South Africa’s education system appears to produce and 
reproduce gross class inequalities, especially between 
population groups. Van der Berg et al. (2011) indicate that  
this very duality produces a distinctive class of low-skilled 
Africans with limited options and an elite white class with 
expanded options. This perpetuates racial inequalities. There-
fore, although South Africa is meeting education targets of the 
MDGs in terms of access, the quality of education remains of 
a poor standard.

Even in terms of access, there are still many learners who 
are unable to access schools. Table 4.3 shows that the number 
of those not attending school remains very high (at more than 
5 million). The unification of the education system and 

Table 4.2: Percentage of unemployed people in South Africa, 
 2008–2013

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Western Cape 16.7 21.4 21.9 21.6 23.9 24.0

Eastern Cape 25.4 27.0 24.7 27.1 29.8 30.8

Northern Cape 21.3 24.5 24.3 26.7 28.4 29.0

Free State 22.6 25.1 27.1 29.4 33.2 33.1

KwaZulu-Natal 20.9 19.3 19.8 19.3 22.5 22.7

North West 25.5 26.9 24.2 24.6 23.3 27.1

Gauteng 20.5 25.4 26.7 25.1 23.7 25.0

Mpumalanga 22.6 26.3 28.7 27.7 29.4 29.4

Limpopo 28.8 26.9 16.9 20.2 19.6 18.1

Average 21.8 24.2 24.0 23.9 24.9 25.6

Source: Stats SA, Quarterly Labour Force Surveys (2008–2013) 

Table 4.3: Education in South Africa among persons aged 
 5–24 years, 2001–2011

Education 2001 2011

 Number Percentage Number Percentage

School attendance

Yes 13 727 893 71.5 13 837 961 73.4

No 5 463 823 28.5 5 023 110 26.6

Type of educational institution

Pre-school (Yes) 575 936 4.2 128 719 0.9

Pre-school (No) 12 584 818 91.7 12 862 961 92.9

FET college/
College

191 234 1.4 359 228 2.6

University/
Technikon

315 592 2.3 410 063 3.0

ABET 26 505 0.2 22 730 0.2

Other 33 809 0.2 57 883 0.4

Number/percentage attending private and public  
educational institutions

Public 13 028 486 94.9 11 924 285 92.7

Private 699 407 5.1 934 480 7.3

Source: Stats SA (2012) Census 2011. Pretoria: Stats SA
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standards also remain an issue. The two-tier education system 
is accentuated by an increasing share of those attending a 
private education institution.

With regard to higher education, many challenges persist. 
For instance, the ‘Report of the Ministerial Committee on 
Transformation and Social Cohesion and the Elimination of 
Discrimination in Public Higher Education Institutions’ 
presents a number of startling realities (see DoE 2008). While 
the report shows that institutions by and large have in place  
a comprehensive range of policies dealing with the trans-
formation of higher education, its findings confirm that racism, 
sexism, tribalism, homophobia and discrimination against 
disabled students persists in institutions of higher learning. The 
findings also reveal that institutional policies on transformation 
have generally failed.

Millennium Development Goals
As indicated above, the MDGs focus on poverty reduction, 
access to education, gender parity, healthcare access, 
sustainable development and international partnerships. In 
Africa, broadly, the major reasons for missed MDG targets 
relate to poor governance, corruption and poor economic 
policy choices, and infringement of human rights (Sachs 2005). 
Another reason for the high rate of failure to meet MDGs,  
as identified by Aharonovitz (2011), is the failure to tap into 
existing knowledge on the development continuum. As argued 
by Gumede (2011), sound social policies should form the 
foundation of Africa’s developmental progress, including 
socio-economic development in South Africa. It is worth noting, 
also, that the ongoing global economic crisis has dealt a huge 
blow to the achievement of MDGs in Africa and the developing 
world generally. The African Development Bank, for instance, 
has shown that prior to the onset of the food and fuel crises 
and the global recession, African countries were making 
steady progress towards attainment of the MDGs (AfDB 2013).

In recent years, the MDGs have significantly influenced 
policies and development strategies of the countries involved, 
particularly in Africa. Appendix 4.1 presents the goals, targets 
and indicators for monitoring progress with regard to MDGs. 
As the 2013 South African MDG report (RSA 2013) outlines, 
the government integrated the MDGs into the Medium-Term 
Strategic Framework, the NDP and other policy planning and 
implementation instruments. 

Each MDG is discussed below.

Goal 1: Eradicating extreme poverty and hunger 
The challenge of poverty in South Africa is multidimensional, 
as it is in most parts of the developing world. In the main, 
though, poverty in South Africa is structural – it is the structure 
of the economy that perpetuates poverty through its capital 
intensity, mineral-energy-complex character, and high-skill 
demand in the labour market. 

Leading scholars of South African poverty dynamics point 

out that income poverty has been declining in the country. Van 
der Berg (2007) and Bhorat and Van der Westhuizen (2010) 
concur that poverty rates declined during 1995–2005, the 
latter authors concluding that:

as measured by the headcount rate at a poverty line of 
R322 a month in 2000 prices, poverty declined by five 
percentage points, from 53 percent in 1995 to 48 per 
cent in 2005. At the lower poverty line of R174 a month 
(also in 2000 prices) a similar decline in poverty is 
evident as the incidence of poverty declined by eight 
percentage points from about 31 to 23 percent. (Bhorat 
& Van der Westhuizen 2010: 3)

Gumede (2014a), however, demonstrates that poverty remains 
very high in South Africa – at least 40 per cent of South Africans 
still live below the poverty line. It might also be that income 
poverty is increasing in South Africa due to the deteriorating 
domestic economy, increase in unemployment rate and poor 
state of the global economy.

Stats SA’s (2014b) recently published Poverty Trends in 
South Africa confirms Gumede’s (2014a) estimates. Table 4.4, 
indeed, shows that despite a decline in poverty rates, many 
people are still living in poverty in South Africa. The table 
shows that 23 million people in South Africa were living below 
the poverty line in 2011.

According to Stats SA (2010), South Africa’s economic 
growth over the years has been capital-intensive, to the effect 
that very few jobs have been added to the labour market. 
There is also a widely held view that a mismatch exists 
between the kinds of job opportunities available in the 
economy and the skills of most jobseekers. Thwala (2011),  
for example, argues that the South African economy has not 
been creating sufficient jobs for the unskilled and semi-skilled 
labourers who are concentrated mostly in the townships and 
rural areas. 

Table 4.4: Poverty headcounts in 2006, 2009 and 2011

2006 2009 2011

Percentage of the population that is poor 57.2 56.8 45.5

Number of poor persons (millions) 27.1 27.8 23.0

Percentage of the population living in 
extreme poverty

26.6 32.4 20.2

Number of extremely poor persons 
(millions)

12.6 15.8 10.2

Source: Stats SA (2014b)

Data note: Stats SA definition of poor is the population living below a poverty line. The upper 
bound poverty line is used for the measurement of ‘poor’ population and the food poverty line 
is used for ‘extreme poverty’. Stat SA  uses the following inflation-adjusted poverty lines (per 
capita per month in Rands). 2006 (March): Food poverty line of R210; Lower-bound poverty line 
of R300; Upper-bound poverty line of R431. 2009 (March): Food poverty line, R305; Lower-bound 
poverty line, R416; Upper-bound poverty line R577. 2011 (March): Food poverty line of R321, 
Lower-bound poverty line of R443; Upper-bound poverty line of R620
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children from poor communities from having to pay school 
fees. In 2011, more than 81 per cent of public schools were 
no-fee schools, and more learners were enrolling in these 
schools. It is important that the government’s extensive 
investment in pre-primary education is also noted. In 2012, 
the enrolment rate for Grade R was double that of 2005. The 
number of 5-year-old children attending school increased 
from 39.3 per cent in 2003 to 63.2 per cent in 2008 and to  
84.8 per cent in 2011. In addition, the GHS found that there 
was a considerable increase in the percentage of under-4 
year olds who were attending an education institution, from 
about 7 per cent in 2002 to 35 per cent in 2011 (DBE 2012). 

Despite the country’s increasing enrolment rate in primary 
education and its achievement of the MDG 2 targets before 
the due date of 2015, the education system remains highly 
unequal and of poor quality, especially in underprivileged 
schools (Modisaotsile 2012). Gumede (2013: 77) highlights 
the point of quality of education, too, stating that ‘attention 
should be paid to improving not only access to education, but 
also the quality of education’.

Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower 
 women
In recent years, there has been a growing debate on women’s 
empowerment and the broader promotion of gender equality. 
Women had largely been excluded from participation in  
the mainstream of the economy. As a result, the government 
has adopted a number of policies, institutional reforms and 
strategies to enforce gender mainstreaming in the government 
and the private sector. The 2013 South African MDG report 
appeals to policy-makers in the following words:

South Africa should take forward – with due haste – the 
processes that are already in motion related to amend-
ment of legislation and effective implementation to 
enable improved alignment with the Equal Remuneration 
Convention 100 of 1951, which provides for equal pay 
for work of equal value and which South Africa has 
ratified. (RSA 2013)

Recently, there has been the Women Empowerment and 
Gender Equality Bill of 2012, which is aimed at establishing  
a legislative framework for the empowerment of women and 
to assert an obligation to adopt and implement gender 
mainstreaming (DWCPD 2012). This Bill advocates for the 
realisation of women’s economic potential in all parts of life,  
as well as the attainment of a minimum of 50 per cent women 
representation and participation of women in decision-making 
structures. 

According to data from the Inter-Parliamentary Union, South 
Africa had women occupying 169 parliamentary seats out of 
a total of 400 (42 per cent); women also occupied 17 out of 53 
National Council of Provinces seats (Duckworth & Cracknell 
2013). This put South Africa in third place in Africa after 

Thus, in the context of continued weaknesses in South 
Africa’s education and training system, there has been limited 
success in efforts to absorb a significant portion of the unem-
ployed population. The brunt of the unemployment problem 
in South Africa is borne by young people below the age of  
30 years – more than 50 per cent of youth (18–24 years old)  
in South Africa are neither employed nor in school (National 
Treasury 2011). In addition, approximately 3.5 million (33.5 per 
cent) of the 10.4 million youth aged 15–24 years were not in 
education, employment or training in the first quarter of 2013 
(RSA 2013). 

Gumede (2014a) demonstrates that it is mainly black people 
who are in poverty in South Africa. In addition, Gumede 
(2014a: 288) notes that:

with regard to provinces, there is a marginal increase in 
those below the poverty line in the Western Cape and 
the HDI [Human Development Index] in the Western 
Cape declines slightly. Another province that stands out 
is KwaZulu-Natal where there is a significant decline in 
those below the poverty line and a relatively significant 
increase in the HDI from 0.49 in 2008 to 0.54 in 2010.

Goal 2: Achieve universal primary education
South Africa has achieved its target of universal primary edu-
cation. Bloch (2006) argues that despite the challenges facing 
the education system, there have been major achievements  
in redressing the apartheid education system. Kraak (2008) 
notes, furthermore, that these achievements can be seen in the 
increased access, headcount enrolment, financial investment 
by the government and the private sector in education, the 
institutional rationalisation processes and regulation.

In the 2011 General Household Survey (GHS), Stats SA 
found that 98.8 per cent of children aged 7–15 were attending 
school. This is a participation rate rarely seen in developing 
countries (DBE 2013). The GHS also recorded that in 2011 
about 590 000 children between the ages of 7 and 18 years 
were not attending school, 4 out of 5 children were between the 
ages of 16 and 18 years, and 1 in 5 was disabled (DBE 2013). 

The precise reasons for pre-tertiary dropouts vary and are 
the subject of intense debate. Some government documents, 
such as the Report on Dropout and Learner Retention Strategy 
to Portfolio Committee on Education, argue that dropping out, 
‘is not a single event but is usually the result of a combination 
of inter-related factors that lead up to a child eventually 
dropping out of school’ (DBE 2011). Gumede (2013) argues 
that the challenge facing education in South Africa has to  
do, fundamentally, with policy. As Gumede (2013: 77) puts it, 
‘although the policy reforms undertaken since 1994 have 
accomplished most of their intended objectives, they have  
not gone far enough’.

It is worth recognising that the introduction of the no-fee 
schools policy in 2007 appears to have contributed to the 
increase in enrolment rates. These no-fee schools exempt 
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Rwanda and Seychelles, which had 56 per cent and 44 per 
cent parliamentary representation by women respectively. 
Furthermore, the 2013 Grant Thornton International Business 
Report found that internationally only 24 per cent of senior 
positions were occupied by women, while the corresponding 
figure for South Africa was 28 per cent (Grant Thornton 2013). 

Although the data suggest progress, gender-based violence 
in South Africa undermines the strides that has been made in 
empowering women. In the 2013 State of the Nation Address, 
President Jacob Zuma noted that in 2012, the Family Violence, 
Child Protection and Sexual Offences Units secured over 363 
life sentences, with a conviction rate of 73 per cent for crimes 
against women above 18 years and 70 per cent for crimes 
against children under 18 years of age (GCIS 2013).

Goal 4: Reduce child mortality
Child mortality in South Africa can be attributed to a number 
of factors. Amongst these are malnutrition, mother-to-child 
transmission of HIV, poor immunisation coverage and insuffi-
cient access to free health care facilities. In the 1990s, mortality 
rates in sub-Saharan Africa were very high due to the high 
rate of HIV/AIDS. However, in 2007, child mortality rates in 
South Africa started to decline as a number of HIV prevention 
and treatment programmes were implemented. 

Owing to this decline in HIV infections and other factors, 
United Nations (UN) estimates show that under-5 mortality 
dropped between the years 2000 and 2011 from 74 to 47 per 
1 000 live births. This decline was attributed to better service 
delivery to communities, including treatment and medication 
to reduce mother-to-child transmission. In 2012, a significant 
decrease of HIV mother-to-child transmission was recorded. 

Only 2.7 per cent of HIV-positive women transmitted the virus 
to their babies. However, the number of child deaths in South 
Africa remains high, and most of these deaths are said to be 
preventable (PRSA 2013). 

There are considerable differences in the child mortality 
estimates for males and females in South Africa. The UN 
figures show that child mortality for males is higher than that 
of females. For instance, under-5 mortality is 50 per 1 000 live 
births for males and 44 for females. The same can be said in 
the case of infant mortality, with 51 male deaths and 35 female 
deaths for every 1 000 live births. In South Africa, about  
40 per cent of all child deaths occur within the first 28 days of 
birth. Thus, a significant reduction in under-5 mortality rates 
will only be possible if deaths during the neonatal period 
(infant less than a month old) are reduced (PRSA 2013). While 
Table 4.5 shows that there has been a decline in child mortality 
rates since 2002, it is unlikely that South Africa will reach the 
MDG of reducing child mortality by two-thirds between 1990 
and 2015, due to systemic institutional weaknesses within  
the health sector and the long time horizon needed to monitor 
and ensure that the government and society are able to 
achieve such a goal.

Goal 5: Improve maternal health
Maternal mortality and morbidity in South Africa remains very 
high, and it is argued that about 40 per cent of all maternal 
deaths are avoidable (DoH 2012a). The South African National 
Strategic Plan for a Campaign on Accelerated Reduction  
of Maternal and Child Mortality in Africa (CARMMA) states 
that these deaths are related to community, administrative  
and clinical factors (DoH 2012a). The ‘Saving Mothers Report’ 

Table 4.5: Fertility and mortality levels, 2002–2013

Year
Crude  

birth rate
Total fertility  

rate (TFR)

Life expectancy at birth Infant 
mortality  
rate (IMR)

Under-5 
mortality

Crude  
death rate

Rate of natural 
increase (%)Male Female Total

2002 24.5 2.71 50.0 55.2 52.7 63.5 92.9 13.9 1.05

2003 24.2 2.68 49.5 54.4 52.1 62.6 91.9 14.6 0.96

2004 23.6 2.61 49.3 53.9 51.7 60.1 89.3 15.0 0.86

2005 23.1 2.56 49.4 53.6 51.6 58.0 85.4 15.2 0.79

2006 22.8 2.53 50.2 54.6 52.5 55.6 80.9 14.6 0.82

2007 22.6 2.53 51.7 56.1 54.0 53.6 76.7 13.5 0.91

2008 22.5 2.52 53.3 57.6 55.5 50.8 72.3 12.6 0.99

2009 22.3 2.51 54.6 58.8 56.8 49.1 68.5 11.8 1.05

2010 22.2 2.50 55.5 59.5 57.6 47.1 65.2 11.5 1.07

2011 21.6 2.44 56.1 60.0 58.1 45.1 62.1 11.3 1.03

2012 21.0 2.39 56.8 60.5 58.7 43.5 59.5 11.0 1.00

2013 20.5 2.34 57.7 61.4 59.6 41.7 56.6 10.6 0.99

Source: DoH (2012a)
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co-infected patients were started on Cotrimozaxole Prophy-
lactic Treatment (CPT) during 2010/2011. This treatment is 
said to prevent morbidity and mortality caused by bacterial 
infections in patients with weak immune systems (RSA 2012b). 
HIV infections seem to be increasing in the country, regard-
less of the HIV awareness programmes and the provision of 
anti-retrovirals (ARVs) to HIV-positive patients. 

Table 4.6 shows that the infection rates remain high. For 
instance, the HIV-positive population increased from 4 million 
in 2002 to 5.26 million in the first half of 2013.

With regard to malaria and other diseases, the indications 
are that South Africa is doing relatively well. Between 2000 and 
2011, the number of malaria cases in South Africa dropped by 
85 per cent from 64 622 to 9 866, and the number of malaria 
deaths also dropped, by 81 per cent, from 458 to 89. These 
achievements were the result of prevention and treatment 
policies that were adopted by the government to ensure that 
insecticides and anti-malaria treatment were made available, 
in order to reduce the spread of malaria and to treat malaria 
infections (DoH 2012b).

According to Maharaj et al. (2012), malaria in South Africa 
is concentrated mainly in the low-altitude border regions of 
KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo and Mpumalanga. It is estimated  
that about 10 per cent of South Africa’s population resides in 
these high malaria risk zones. Infection rates in these regions 
have been decreasing steadily. Figure 4.1 illustrates how  
the number of malaria cases and malaria deaths in the three 
provinces declined between 2000 and 2010. 

However, the figure also indicates that malaria deaths 
increased between 2009 and 2010 in Limpopo and Mpuma-
langa, in particular, while remaining low in KwaZulu-Natal. The 
cases of malaria in Limpopo and Mpumalanga have remained 
higher than those in KwaZulu-Natal from 2004 onwards, while 
the cases in KwaZulu-Natal were far higher than those in 
Limpopo and Mpumalanga in 2000.

Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability
South Africa has adopted a number of strategic policy 
interventions to address the challenge of environmental 
sustainability. In its 2012–2017 Strategic Plan, the Department 
of Environmental Affairs sets out to ‘support local government 
in the areas of air quality management, waste management, 
coastal planning and open space planning’ (DoEA 2012). It 
also aims to create linkages between climate change, the 
green economy and sustainable development. 

In October 2011, South Africa’s ‘National Climate Change 
Response’ White Paper was approved by the Cabinet. The 
White Paper outlined the government’s vision for ‘an effective 
climate change response and the long-term, just transition to 
a climate-resilient and lower-carbon economy and society’ 
(DoEA 2011). This response has two main objectives. Firstly, it 
aims to control some of the unavoidable climate change 
impacts; this will be achieved through interventions that build 
and sustain South Africa’s social, economic and environmental 

identified five major causes of maternal deaths: non-pregnancy-
related infections, mainly AIDS (50 per cent), obstetric 
haemorrhage (14 per cent), complications of hypertension 
(14 per cent), pregnancy-related infections (5 per cent) and 
complications of pre-existing medical conditions such as 
diabetes (9 per cent) (DoH 2012a). The MDG ratio for 
maternal mortality is 38/100 000 live births (DoH 2012a). In an 
attempt to reduce maternal mortality, South Africa announced 
the CARMMA on May 2012. This campaign is part of a 
continent-wide, African Union Commission-initiated campaign, 
with the theme ‘Africa Cares: No Woman Should Die While 
Giving Life’. The campaign’s objectives include building on 
successful past efforts and ‘best practices’ to reduce maternal 
mortality. This campaign aims to improve government efforts 
to reduce maternal mortality (DoH 2012a).

Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases 
In South Africa, the HIV epidemic is said to have stabilised 
since 2009 at a national antenatal prevalence of about 30 per 
cent (loveLife 2014). South Africa ranks third in the world for 
TB infections. HIV and TB infection rates vary across age, race, 
gender, socio-economic status and geographical location. 
Even though some sexually transmitted infections (STIs) have 
decreased in most provinces over the past ten years, the 
incidence of herpes simplex, which is a co-factor in the acqui-
sition of HIV, remains high in most populations (RSA 2012a). 
The government and development partners have adopted a 
range of policies and strategies that are aimed at reducing the 
infection rates of HIV/AIDS, TB and other diseases. 

Educational programmes have been implemented to teach 
people about such diseases, and the media have been used 
as part of these strategies. The goals and objectives of the 
recent National Strategic Plan on HIV, STIs and TB 2012–2016 
are highly informed by findings from various past reports, 
including the ‘Know Your Epidemic Report’, which dealt with 
the situation of TB and other diseases in South Africa (see RSA 
2012b). In these studies, the populations that are most likely  
to be affected by these diseases were identified as follows: 
young women between the ages of 15 and 24 years; people 
living close to national roads and in informal settlements; 
young people not attending school and girls who drop out of 
school before matriculating; people from low socio-economic 
groups; uncircumcised men; people with disabilities and 
mental disorders; sex workers and their clients; people who 
abuse alcohol and illegal substances; men who have sex with 
men and transgender individuals. 

It is estimated that 80 per cent of the South African population 
is infected with the TB bacillus; however, not everyone who is 
infected will progress to the active TB disease (RSA 2012b). 
TB/HIV co-infection is common in South Africa; in 2010/11, 
co-infections accounted for more than 60 per cent of the total 
number of HIV infections. Out of these, the 54 per cent who 
were eligible for anti-retroviral therapy (ART) started their 
treatment in 2010/2011. Furthermore, 99 per cent of TB/HIV 
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resilience and emergency response capacity. Secondly, it  
aims to support the global effort to stabilise greenhouse gas 
concentrations in the atmosphere, at a level that avoids 
dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate 
system, within a timeframe that enables economic, social and 
environmental development to proceed in a sustainable 
manner. 

Furthermore, in December 2011, South Africa hosted the 
17th Conference of the Parties (COP17) to the UN Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change in Durban, the success 
of which was a result of the enormous contribution and 
commitment of multiple stakeholders from all sectors and all 
spheres of government. It is reported that the outcomes of the 
conference were amongst the most significant and precedent-
setting since the adoption of the Kyoto Protocol in 1997. 

Over the last five years, the South African government has 
taken an educational approach in engaging with climate 
change politics, through actively courting private sector entities 
like Sasol to be part of the new thinking around environmental 
suitability. This has seen the creation of Sasol’s Environmental 
Sustainability Project, which educates and encourages young 
minds to engage in technological thinking about preserving 
the environment (SAIIA 2014). In addition to this, the govern-
ment has put financial tools in place and developed new ideas 
about encouraging green business development. However, the 
government acknowledges that South Africa, in its different 
guises, will take time to acclimatise to this growing conscious-
ness around the environment, but has shown itself open to 
trying new plans and initiatives to preserve the environment.6

Table 4.6:  HIV prevalence estimates and the number of people 
 living with HIV, 2002–2013

Year

Prevalence (%)
Total  

population  
(%)

HIV 
population 
(millions)

Women 
15–49

Adults 
15–49

Youth 
15–24

2002 15.9 15.1 13.6 8.7 4.00

2003 16.0 15.1 12.8 8.9 4.10

2004 16.1 15.1 12.0 8.9 4.18

2005 16.2 15.1 11.4 9.0 4.25

2006 16.4 15.2 10.9 9.1 4.34

2007 16.5 15.3 10.5 9.2 4.46

2008 16.7 15.4 10.1 9.3 4.59

2009 16.9 15.5 9.7 9.5 4.74

2010 17.1 15.6 9.3 9.6 4.88

2011 17.2 15.7 9.0 9.8 5.01

2012 17.3 15.8 8.7 9.9 5.13

2013 17.4 15.9 8.5 10.0 5.26

Source: RSA (2012b) 

Figure 4.1: Malaria cases and deaths in three provinces, 2000–2010

Source: Maharaj et al. (2012)
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inappropriate policies in the context of redressing apartheid 
colonialism. The various political economy and development 
interventions since 1994 have been general rather than 
specific to tackling the ramifications of apartheid colonialism. 
The successive post-apartheid administrations appear to have 
been concerned primarily with growing the economy and 
pursuing a broad socio-economic development agenda, 
instead of policies that directly affect those who endured the 
brunt of apartheid colonialism. It is, therefore, not surprising 
that it is in the area of economic hardship where the ramifi-
cations of apartheid colonialism are glaring, and that black 
people are most affected by poverty and other social ills. 
Arguably, the first 20 years of democracy have gone largely 
into state building instead of nation building.7

Policies are considered inappropriate or weak if they do not 
take account of particular contexts. The global environment, 
the domestic context and other contexts have changed since 
1994, but policy changes or shifts (i.e. reforms) and their 
sequencing have not been alive to new realities, especially 
since the mid-2000s. South Africa, arguably, has not confronted 
apartheid colonialism directly. It is perhaps understandable 
that in the first ten years or so of political independence it was 
difficult to confront complex but very important issues such 
as the land and agrarian question (see Gumede 2014b). It is 
also understandable, perhaps, that restructuring the economy 
is difficult. However, there are many who suggest that the 
overall development experience of post-apartheid South Africa 
has to be understood within the context of ‘elite transition’.  
In simple terms, the transition from apartheid colonialism to 
democracy involved compromises among the elite, and the 
compromises reached could be constraining development.

In a nutshell, economic policy has to address the challenges 
of unemployment and poverty, as well as reducing inequality. 
Social policy has to be robust. Labour market policies should 
be ameliorated to ensure that jobs are created for those who 
need jobs.

Goal 8: Develop global partnerships for development
South Africa continues to strengthen its relations with the rest 
of Africa through increased two-way trade, meeting with high-
level dignitaries, and the finalisation of new instruments of 
co-operation in the fields of science and technology, through 
technology transfer, investment and overseas development 
assistance in capacity-building. In 2012, South Africa’s trade 
with the whole of Africa reached USD30 billion (Tjonneland 
2013).

The country has played a leading role in developing the 
New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) and its 
various sectorial strategies, mobilising African and inter-
national support for NEPAD, and supporting the structures 
and processes of NEPAD. South Africa has prepared the 
NEPAD Implementation Strategy of South Africa, which focuses 
on the mobilisation and alignment of resources and institutions 
nationally, regionally, continentally and internationally in 
support of the NEPAD vision, mission and objectives. As  
a blueprint for Africa’s socio-economic development, NEPAD 
represents the objectives of the African Union (AU) at a 
practical level to intensify the struggle against poverty and 
underdevelopment. NEPAD remains the main frame of 
reference for intra-African relations and Africa’s partnerships 
with international partners such as the European Union and 
the G8 (DIRC 2011).

Furthermore, as part of South Africa’s efforts to develop 
global partnerships, the South African Development Partner-
ship Agency was formed with the aim of enhancing effective 
and coherent development co-operation to deal with issues of 
poverty, underdevelopment and the marginalisation of Africa 
and the South (PMG 2011). Moreover, South Africa has been 
participating in the G20 Development Working Group as 
co-chair. The main G20 objective is to address challenges 
that are facing developing countries, particularly low-income 
countries (Nelson 2013). South Africa has also increased its 
South-South co-operation, notably through the BRICS bloc of 
emerging economies, and through engagement with the UN 
and other multilateral forums.

South Africa has been a major contributor to Africa, allowing 
the AU and the Southern African Development Community  
to operate. South Africa contributed R312 million to the AU  
(15 per cent of its budget) in 2011 and R328 million in 2012. 
South Africa also contributes 0.385 per cent of the UN’s 
budget. This amounted to R81 million in 2011 and R79 million 
in 2012, making South Africa a major contributor to the UN  
in comparison with other African countries (Makinana & 
Mataboge 2013).

Conclusion
South Africa is missing many of the MDGs. As argued above, 
the fundamental challenge that constrains South Africa’s 
ability to achieve all MDGs relates to policy. In the main, the 
argument I have advanced is that South Africa has or pursues 

Successive post-apartheid 
administrations appear to have 
been concerned primarily with 
growing the economy and 
pursuing a broad socio-economic 
development agenda, instead  
of policies that directly affect  
those who endured the brunt  
of apartheid colonialism.
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Endnotes
1 Apartheid colonialism is a political characterisation that captures 

the many centuries of a discriminatory system of colonialism and 

decades of systemic social and economic exclusion of the majority 

in South Africa; both colonialism and apartheid were formal 

systems of racial domination and white supremacy.

2 It should also be noted that, contrary to what has come to be 

regarded as a ‘fact’, income inequality in South Africa remains a 

predominantly racial, rather than a class-related, phenomenon. 

Income inequality of the African population group appears to 

have been relatively steady between the years 2005–2011 (the 

Gini coefficient having increased from 0.49 in 1995 to 0.56 in 

2005), a sort of a correction or effect of economic empowerment 

and affirmative action initiatives. It is within the white population 

group that a relatively significant increase in income inequality 

has occurred. 

3 It is worth noting that the 2013 South African Reconciliation 

Barometer shows that 36.7 per cent of those surveyed feel that 

the gap between the rich and poor has worsened (compared to 

30.3 per cent of those who feel that the gap has improved). We 

should bear in mind Richard Wilkinson and Kate Picket’s (2010) 

argument that the perception of inequality matters more than 

what the numbers might suggest.

4 The HSRC (2004) regards social cohesion and/or nation-building as 

being about unity, coherence, functionality and pride in a nation. 

5 The choice of the years is deliberate, so as to avoid the impact  

of the recent global economic recession, after 2010, on the data 

and analysis. The data on Nigeria is an outlier for 2004 and 2009 

because of rebasing of GDP estimates. It should also be noted that 

GDP data for Nigeria come from the International Monetary Fund.

6 Minister of Environmental Affairs Edna Molewa recently said  

that ‘three years ago renewable energy projects were small and 

lacking investment, today there is rapid uptake of large-scale 

renewable energy technologies through the Renewable Energy 

Independent Power Producer Procurement Programme 

(REIPPPP)…So far under the REIPPPP programme, 3 933 MW have 

already been procured’ (http://www.durban.gov.za/Resource_

Centre/new2/Pages/South-Africa-taking-bold-steps-to-fight-

climate-change.aspx).

7 Nation building, not state building, can be viewed as the 

strengthening of unity, coherence, functionality and pride in  

a nation state. I have argued that, for post-apartheid South  

Africa, it will be more meaningful and relevant to see a nation as  

a community that shares a lot in common, respects its repulsive 

political history, through systematic restitutionary, reconciliatory 

and restructuring measures, and equitable sharing of resources.

8 The Mapungubwe Institute for Strategic Reflection has called for 

a social pact (MISTRA 2014). Hein Marias(2010), Gillian Hart(2013) 

and Adam Habib(2013), in their recent books, argue for a new 

political settlement.

More importantly, social and economic policies have to 
work together for socio-economic development. To achieve 
this, South Africa needs a ‘new’ consensus on the ideal 
framework or approach to its socio-economic development8  
– the National Planning Commission’s vision is a step in the 
right direction for ensuring that various stakeholders agree 
on South Africa’s socio-economic development model.

Needless to say, over and above policy and policy reforms, 
implementation should be improved. In the short to medium 
term, the government should do more to protect the most 
vulnerable, the ‘the poorest of the poor’. Generally, more 
should be done to ensure the protection of children, the 
elderly and people with disabilities. In spite of South Africa’s 
comprehensive social assistance programme, more can still 
be done to provide food, shelter and livelihood opportunities. 
In essence, South Africa needs an anti-poverty strategy or 
programme that squarely targets the ‘poor’. In addition, the 
government should pay more attention to improving access to 
jobs, especially for youth and women through partnerships 
with organised labour and the private sector, including small 
and medium enterprises. 

In conclusion, South Africa is doing relatively well in some 
MDGs, notably MDGs 2, 3 and 8. Although there are improve-
ments, major challenges remain with MDG 1, the health-related 
MDGs (4, 5 and 6) and MDG 7. As the MDGs are interrelated 
and performance in one affects the chances of achieving 
others, it would be important for the government to take a 
more emphatic lead in setting the agenda for working with 
social partners in seeking to realise national priorities, over and 
above getting policy right. Lastly, the post-2015 development 
agenda for South Africa should prioritise socio-economic 
challenges that relate to income inequality, job creation, poverty 
reduction and social cohesion.
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Appendix

Chapter 4

Appendix 4.1: Millennium Development Goals – targets and indicators

Goals and targets (from the Millennium Declaration) Indicators for monitoring progress

Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

Target 1A: 
Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people whose 
income is less than one dollar a day

Target 1B: 
Achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all, 
including women and young people

Target 1C: 
Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people who 
suffer from hunger

1.1  Proportion of population below US$1 (PPP) per day
1.2  Poverty gap ratio 
1.3  Share of poorest quintile in national consumption
1.4  Growth rate of GDP per person employed
1.5  Employment-to-population ratio
1.6  Proportion of employed people living below US$1 (PPP) per day
1.7  Proportion of own-account and contributing family workers in 
 total employment 
1.8  Prevalence of underweight children under five years of age
1.9  Proportion of population below minimum level of dietary 
 energy consumption

Goal 2: Achieve universal primary education

Target 2A: 
Ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, 
will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling

2.1 Net enrolment ratio in primary education
2.2  Proportion of pupils starting grade 1 who reach last grade of  

primary school
2.3  Literacy rate of 15–24 year-olds, women and men

Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower women

Target 3A: 
Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education, 
preferably by 2005, and in all levels of education no later than 2015

3.1  Ratios of girls to boys in primary, secondary and tertiary education
3.2  Share of women in wage employment in the non-agricultural sector
3.3  Proportion of seats held by women in national parliament

Goal 4: Reduce child mortality 

Target 4A: 
Reduce by two-thirds, between 1990 and 2015, the under-five 
mortality rate
 

4.1  Under-five mortality rate
4.2  Infant mortality rate
4.3  Proportion of 1 year-old children immunised against measles

Goal 5: Improve maternal health 

Target 5A: 
Reduce by three quarters, between 1990 and 2015, the maternal 
mortality ratio

Target 5B: 
Achieve, by 2015, universal access to reproductive health

5.1  Maternal mortality ratio
5.2  Proportion of births attended by skilled health personnel 
5.3  Contraceptive prevalence rate 
5.4  Adolescent birth rate
5.5  Antenatal care coverage (at least one visit and at least four visits)
5.6  Unmet need for family planning

Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases

Target 6A: 
Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS

Target 6B: 
Achieve, by 2010, universal access to treatment for HIV/AIDS for all 
those who need it

6.1  HIV prevalence among population aged 15–24 years
6.2  Condom use at last high-risk sex
6.3  Proportion of population aged 15–24 years with comprehensive 

correct knowledge of HIV/AIDS
6.4  Ratio of school attendance of orphans to school attendance of 

non-orphans aged 10–14 years
6.5  Proportion of population with advanced HIV infection with access  

to antiretroviral drugs

continued …>
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Goals and targets (from the Millennium Declaration) Indicators for monitoring progress

Target 6C: 
Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the incidence of malaria 
and other major diseases
 

6.6  Incidence and death rates associated with malaria
6.7  Proportion of children under 5 sleeping under insecticide-treated 

bednets
6.8  Proportion of children under 5 with fever who are treated with 

appropriate anti-malarial drugs
6.9  Incidence, prevalence and death rates associated with tuberculosis
6.10  Proportion of tuberculosis cases detected and cured under directly 

observed treatment short course 

Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability

Target 7A: 
Integrate the principles of sustainable development into country policies 
and programmes and reverse the loss of environmental resources

Target 7B: 
Reduce biodiversity loss, achieving, by 2010, a significant reduction 
in the rate of loss

Target 7C: 
Halve, by 2015, the proportion of people without sustainable access 
to safe drinking water and basic sanitation

Target 7D: 
By 2020, to have achieved a significant improvement in the lives of 
at least 100 million slum dwellers

7.1  Proportion of land area covered by forest
7.2  CO2 emissions, total, per capita and per US$1 GDP (PPP)
7.3  Consumption of ozone-depleting substances
7.4  Proportion of fish stocks within safe biological limits
7.5  Proportion of total water resources used
7.6  Proportion of terrestrial and marine areas protected
7.7  Proportion of species threatened with extinction
7.8  Proportion of population using an improved drinking water source
7.9  Proportion of population using an improved sanitation facility
7.10  Proportion of urban population living in slums 

Goal 8: Develop a global partnership for development

Target 8A: 
Develop further an open, rule-based, predictable, non-discriminatory 
trading and financial system (Includes a commitment to good 
governance, development and poverty reduction – both nationally 
and internationally)

Target 8B: 
Address the special needs of the least developed countries (Includes: 
tariff- and quota-free access for the least developed countries’ exports; 
enhanced programme of debt relief for heavily indebted poor countries 
(HIPC) and cancellation of official bilateral debt; and more generous 
ODA for countries committed to poverty reduction)

Target 8C: 
Address the special needs of landlocked developing countries and 
small island developing states (through the Programme of Action for 
the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States and 
the outcome of the 22nd special session of the General Assembly)

Target 8D: 
Deal comprehensively with the debt problems of developing countries 
through national and international measures in order to make debt 
sustainable in the long term

Target 8E: 
In co-operation with pharmaceutical companies, provide access to 
affordable essential drugs in developing countries

Target 8F: 
In co-operation with the private sector, make available the benefits 
of new technologies, especially information and communications

Some of the indicators listed below are monitored separately for the least 
developed countries (LDCs), Africa, landlocked developing countries and 
small island developing states.

Official development assistance (ODA)
8.1  Net ODA, total and to the least developed countries, as percentage 

of OECD/DAC donors’ gross national income
8.2  Proportion of total bilateral, sector-allocable ODA of OECD/DAC 

donors to basic social services (basic education, primary health care, 
nutrition, safe water and sanitation)

8.3  Proportion of bilateral official development assistance of OECD/DAC 
donors that is untied

8.4  ODA received in landlocked developing countries as a proportion  
of their gross national incomes

8.5  ODA received in small island developing states as a proportion of 
their gross national incomes

Market access
8.6  Proportion of total developed country imports (by value and 

excluding arms) from developing countries and least developed 
countries, admitted free of duty

8.7  Average tariffs imposed by developed countries on agricultural 
products and textiles and clothing from developing countries

8.8  Agricultural support estimate for OECD countries as a percentage  
of their gross domestic product

8.9  Proportion of ODA provided to help build trade capacity



Appendix 4.1: Millennium Development Goals – targets and indicators

Goals and targets (from the Millennium Declaration) Indicators for monitoring progress

Goal 8: Develop a global partnership for development/continued…

Debt sustainability
8.10  Total number of countries that have reached their HIPC decision 

points and number that have reached their HIPC completion points 
(cumulative)

8.11  Debt relief committed under HIPC and MDRI initiatives
8.12  Debt service as a percentage of exports of goods and services
8.13  Proportion of population with access to affordable essential drugs 

on a sustainable basis
8.14  Fixed telephone lines per 100 inhabitants 
8.15  Mobile cellular subscriptions per 100 inhabitants
8.16  Internet users per 100 inhabitants

Source: Various UN MDGs reports
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This year’s Transformation Audit draws attention to South 

Africa’s socio-economic impasse. Not all is grim. The country is 

performing well on some of its development indicators, but falls 

short on critical factors, particularly on employment creation, 

improving education standards and poverty alleviation and 

reducing inequality.

There needs to be a decisive break from policies that do  

not serve the country’s poor. Against this backdrop, the ANC 

government has announced a new era of radical economic 

transformation. While we can continue to debate the content 

of the term ‘radical’, the country cannot postpone the 

implementation of policies that are more effective in including 

more South Africans in the economy. No country can achieve 

success overnight, nor can it do so by itself. South Africa is, 

however, at a crossroads and solutions should be sought from 

its broader society, not only from its government. At the same 

time it will be important for government to become more 

attuned to the diversity of perspectives within society and to 

take the lead in helping to shape a broad-based developmental 

pact that includes the priorities of all stakeholders. 

In line with previous editions of the Transformation Audit, this 

publication presents arguments and analysis from leading 

thinkers on the socio-economic path that South Africa should 

take to create a more inclusive economy. They may not all fully 

represent the views of IJR, but are meant to be provocative  

and to stimulate a debate that needs to remain at the top of 

our public agenda. The IJR encourages its readers to engage 

with it and help in the shaping of solutions for a more inclusive 

South Africa. 
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