
POVERTY SPIRALLING

Recession is pushing SA to the brink

Nkosikhulule Nyembezi
and Elroy Paulus

IT•S MORE than a year since President

Jacob Zuma took office and

16 years since the ANC swept to victory

in our first democratic elections.

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 wifi to do

something substantial about the

poverty that overwhelms so many in

our country 

This is despite the various strategies

for economic growth such as the 

growth, employment and redistribution

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 during

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 economist

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

mfflions 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 continue

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 numerous

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 dramatic

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 household

members end up taking turns 

to eat.

The latest Quarterly Labour 
Force Survey indicates that 61 000

jobs were lost in the second quarter 

of the yeai The official unemployment 

rate is just over 25 percent or

4.31 mfflion people. The recent wave 

of retrenchments has hit us particularly

hard. When workers lose

their jobs, their households face

painful adjustments. 

This is especially true for workers 

in vulnerable sectors who are

less likely to qualify for the unemployment

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 mfflion

•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 UTF 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 eyeopener

The size, combined with the
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rigour of the surveys, make these

results hard to ignore. Simply stated,

more households are facing economic

devastation: out of money,
with their jobs, savings and retirement

funds gone, and nowhere to

turn to for help. They are being

forced to survive on the socia! grants 

given by the government to the most
vulnerable members of the household 

" namely children, the disabled

and the elderly. It is likely that the

new Living Conditions Survey "

dubbed the #poverty$ survey " will

confirm the desperate economic 
plight of millions of households
when it is released later this year. 

All the brave talk by Zuma at the 

recent G20 summit about how the

sub-Saharan region has remained

resilient despite the fmancial crisis

is not enough to lift the gloom felt on

the ground. Creating and saving 

jobs needs to be our government!s
priority. Dealmg with our other serious

problems " such as our overreliance

reliance on non-renewable energy 
sources, the sorry state of the public

health system and the need to

rebuild the nation!s ailing infrastructure

" should all be pulled

together under the umbrella of job 

creation, in the short and long 

terms.

This bold national effort (which
would require a great deal of shared

sacrifice) could have been more
effective if it was done in the immediate 

aftermath of Zuma!s taking

office. With the trauma of the

economic collapse stifi upon us, it

would have been very difficult for

anybody to stand in the way of a

#Rebuild SA$ campaign aimed at

getting millions of people back to

work.

Instead, we hear that there is a 

war of words in the ruling party 

about the economic path that can

put South Africa to work. It is decisive 

leadership that is required if we

are to address and overcome the dire 

realities that are portrayed by these

surveys.

In addressing these challenges in

the current economic landscape, 
strong partnerships between the

government, its institutions and the 

private sector are critical.

South Africa needs to accelerate

investment in measures that promote

long-term economic growth,

employment and competitiveness.
The establishment of a joint ministerial

committee to review stateowned

owned enterprises and get them
aligned with the priorities of% the

government would also be a step in

the right direction. Added to this,

there are also high hopes for the

industrial policy action plan that

was flagged in the State of the

Nation speech. The president promised

that #our industrial policy

action plan and our new focus on

green jobs will build strong and 

more labour-absorbing industries$.

But policymakers appear to be

dropping the ball by not dealing 

with the devastating long-term
trend of ever-increasing economic
insecurity for ordinary people.

Long-term solutions that have to

do with extensive job creation and a

strengthening of the safety net are

required " beyond the Expanded
Public Works Programme and

adding on the current public infrastructure

development spending.

A clear explanation of how many 
quality jobs this and new initiatives

will inject into the economy to

address the crisis does not appear to

be high on the political agenda. 

Although it is not too late for government

to turn things around,
there doesn!t seem to be a plan to do

so in any hurry Zuma said in his

State of the Nation address that this

government must work #faster;

harder and smarter$ to address the

challenges it faced. Putting millions
of men and women back to work
needs to be high on the list. It would
take an extraordinary exercise in

leadership to rally the country
behind a full employment campaign
" nothing short of large-scale

nation-building on the home front.
This is a huge challenge in the current

environment, but it is what the

country urgently needs.

% Nyembezi and Paulus are Advocacy 

Programme Managers at the 

Black Sash.

GRUEL WORLD: Heavy job losses because of the recession have left many households
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