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POVERTY SPIRALLING

Recession is pushing SA to the brink
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IT°S MORE than a year since Presi-
dent Jacob Zuma took office and
16 years since the ANC swept to vic-
tory in our first democratic elec-
tions. Yet it is getting harder for
most South Africans who look at the
state of our nation to see the glass as
“half full”. It appears that there is
still too little political will to do
something substantial about the
poverty that overwhelms so many in
our country.

This is despite the various strate-
gies for economic growth such as the
growth, employment and redistribu-
tion strategy, the accelerated and
shared growth initiative for SA and
the New Growth Path. Although
there is no single study or survey
that provides proof of this painful
realisation, a useful reference point
is the latest figures from the
National Credit Regulator (NCR) as
well as the data contained in two
recent reports by Statistics SA — the
General Household Survey and the
Quarterly Labour Force Survey.

Having kept a keen eye on
numerous surveys over the years
and having had regular interaction
with various communities across
the country, we are not easily
shocked by survey results. Even dur-
ing the years when the economy was
in better shape, more households
were sliding into poverty Things
have just gone from bad to terrible
during the recession, as these three
reports show. They provide insight
into the impact of the economic
recession at a household level by
showing that South Africans are
now arguably more economically
insecure than they have been since
the dawn of our democracy.

Moreover, global trends suggest
that things will get worse before
they get better. Nobel laureate econ-
omist Paul Krugman argues that we
are now at the start of a more severe
depression than the one the world
experienced in the 1920s and early
1930s, with immense costs to both
the economy and “above all to the
millions of lives blighted by the
absence of jobs”.

The recent General Household
Survey estimates tHat 20 percent of
South African households have
inadequate or severely inadequate
access to food. What kind of society
tolerates an economy where at least
a fifth of its population goes to bed
hungry each night?

And why does South Africa con-
tinue to maintain economic policies
that entrench enormous wealth for
some and enrich those with access
to political power, yet so blatantly
fail to secure the most basic human
right - the right to food - for so
many?

Many people who suffer from a
lack of food also experience numer-
ous indignities such as begging and
dependence on others.

This situation is made worse by
the maturing HIV/Aids epidemic,
which can be witnessed in the dra-
matic increase in the number of
orphans, vulnerable children and
child-headed households. In most
cases this vulnerable group lives in
households in which there is often
not enough food to share, and house-
hold members end up taking turns
to eat.

The latest Quarterly Labour
Force Survey indicates that 61 000
Jjobs were lost in the second quarter
of the year. The official unemploy-
ment rate is just over 25 percent or

4.31 million people. The recent wave
of retrenchments has hit us partic-
ularly hard. When workers lose
their jobs, their households face
painful adjustments.

This is especially true for work-
ers in vulnerable sectors who are
less likely to qualify for the unem-
ployment insurance fund (UIF)
because they are often part-time
workers or have been employed for
fewer than four years. Added to this,
employers in these industries often
don’t register eligible workers.

According to the latest figures
from the NCR, the number of South
Africans falling behind by over
three months on payments of their
monthly instalments continues to
surge. At the moment, 8.3 million

consumers are battling to pay back
their debt. This means that nearly
half of South Africa’s 18.21 million
“credit-active consumers” now have
impaired credit records. To date,
more than 170 000 consumers have
applied for debt counselling -
another indication of the severe
impact of this recession. Ironically,
you can apply for debt counselling
only if you have an income and
something to offer creditors, so
people are using their UIF money to
repay their creditors and meet their
daily living expenses, leading to the
chronic destitution of even more
households.

Coming so soon in succession,
the three reports are a real eye-
opener. The size, combined with the
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