
 

South African policies go some way to tackling poverty
and inequality. But more is needed

South Africa is one of the most unequal societies in the world. More than 50% of the population live in poverty. Despite
notable gains in poverty reduction post-apartheid, poverty levels have remained consistently highest among women, Black
South Africans, people with disabilities, and those living in rural areas.
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The government has committed itself to addressing poverty, inequality and social exclusion – understood as disadvantage
by gender, race, disability or place. The mandate is laid out in the Constitution and in the government’s National
Development Plan. The plan was adopted in September 2012 as a blueprint for eliminating poverty and significantly
reducing inequality by 2030.

But do the country’s laws, policies and strategy documents show exactly how poverty, inequality and social exclusion will be
tackled?

To answer this question, researchers at the Centre for Social Development in Africa undertook an extensive review
commissioned by the National Development Agency. We explored how policymakers and legislators have faced these
systemic challenges in drafting their documents.

We reviewed 501 legislative, policy and strategy documents under the Medium Term Strategic Framework Outcomes, the
implementation strategy of the National Development Plan (2014-2019). The documents cover education, health, safety and
security, economic growth and employment, skills, infrastructure, rural development, human settlements, local government,
environment, public service, social protection, nation building and social cohesion.

We reviewed each document to determine the number of references to poverty, inequality, social exclusion, gender, race,
disability, youth unemployment and spatial inequality. Then we analysed whether the references were generic or specific.

15 Jan 2021By Sophie Plagerson

https://www.bizcommunity.com/
https://www.bizcommunity.com/Search/196/712/s-Sophie+Plagerson.html
http://www.statssa.gov.za/?p=12930
https://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/Report-03-10-06/Report-03-10-062015.pdf
https://www.123rf.com
https://www.justice.gov.za/legislation/constitution/SAConstitution-web-eng.pdf
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/devplan2.pdf
https://www.gov.za/speeches/president-jacob-zuma-5th-anniversary-adoption-national-development-plan-12-sep-2017-0000#:%257E:text=Five%20years%20ago%252C%20on%20the,important%20achievements%20of%20our%20country.
https://www.uj.ac.za/faculties/humanities/csda
https://www.uj.ac.za/faculties/humanities/csda/Documents/NDA-Poverty-inequality-and-social-exclusion.%2012.2.2020.pdf
https://www.nda.org.za/
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/mtsf2014-2019.pdf


We considered whether the documents showed an understanding of the issues and looked for solutions.

Our findings reveal that there is at least some engagement with poverty, inequality and social exclusion in all governmental
sectors. But it’s inconsistent. We identified steps that could improve progress.

Our findings

We found that 10% of legislative documents and more than half of all policy and strategy documents mentioned poverty,
inequality, social exclusion, gender, race, disability and spatial disparities at least once.

The social protection sector showed the highest average number of references to poverty (58), inequality (70) and social
exclusion (116) in its documents. The public service sector showed the lowest number of references.

We also discovered that there are many more references in policy and strategy documents than in legislative documents.

More references don’t mean deeper engagement with these issues. In some cases, the issues are not critically analysed.
References to poverty, inequality and social exclusion must explain how they affect each law and policy. They should also
offer strategic interventions.

Some sectors do take this holistic approach to policymaking. In the health sector, for example, we found that some policy
and strategy documents examine the connection between poverty, inequality and health outcomes. The Breast Cancer
Control Policy, for instance, identifies transport as a constraint to accessing health services.

We also found that references to gender and spatial disparities are most common when addressing social exclusion. But
references to population groups, disability and youth who are not in education or training are inconsistent across the
board.

The gap between policy and practice

Policies matter and can make a real difference. But on their own they are insufficient. They must be implemented. Change
happens through stakeholders and processes.

More needs to be done to include poverty, inequality and social exclusion in all policymaking. Here are some remedies that
arose from our research:

Recognition of poverty, inequality and social exclusion cannot be limited to policy and strategy documents. It must be
reflected in legislative documents because laws are binding.
Policymaking institutions must take ownership of the national mandate. Each government department must develop
solutions. They cannot simply rely on the National Development Plan to reduce poverty and inequality.
Government departments could develop a toolkit based on shared good practice. This would help to translate
documents into action. Documents must be grounded in data, analysis and strategic responses. Drafters must
consider trade-offs and holistic approaches. They must also make strategic use of flagship programmes and
participatory processes.

http://blogs.uct.ac.za/cancerphd/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Breast-Cancer-Policy-2017.pdf


Laws and policies are only one part of making a real difference in people’s lives. But they are an important link in the chain
of transformation. South Africa’s policy sectors and government departments can learn from one another to address
poverty and inequality more consistently and effectively.
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Finally, we recommend that future Medium Term Strategic Framework documents be based on goal-setting guidelines
for poverty, inequality and social exclusion. This will achieve greater consistency in targets and indicators.
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