
 1

 

 

Black Sash oral submission on the Millennium Development Goals 
and the Realisation of Economic and Social Rights in South Africa to  
the SA Human Right Commission  (This oral submission is based on the written 

submission to the South African Human Rights Commission, dated 10 February 2009)  
 

 

 

 

Content  

1) Introduction  

2) Situational analysis of poverty including current coverage and 

gaps in social security/assistance provisions   

3) Recommendations 

 

For further information regarding this submission or any queries, please contact: 
 

Ratula Beukman 

Black Sash Advocacy Coordinator 

4th Floor, 12 Plein St, Cape Town  

Tel: 021- 461 7804  

Fax: 021- 465 5252  

Email: rbeukman@blacksash.org.za  

Web: www.blacksash.org.za  



 2

1) Introduction 

Honorable Commissioners, government officials and civil society 

The Black Sash (as part of the National Working Group on Social Security) 
welcomes this opportunity to contribute to this enquiry on whether SA is reaching its 
Millennium Development Goals.  

This oral submission sets out to examine whether our government has gone far 
enough to progressively realize the right to social security as outlined in our 
Constitution and as embraced by MDG 1: To Eradicate Extreme Poverty and Hunger 
and to “Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people whose income is 
less than $1 per day. Halve, between 1995 and 2015, the proportion of people who 
suffer from hunger”1 . 

We acknowledge that the MDGs are interlinked and our submission which relates 
directly to MDG 1 – must also be understood in the context of all the MDGs.  

This submission argues that South Africa is not meeting its MDG to eradicate 
poverty and hunger because it has not fully embraced the mechanisms outlined in 
the Constitution, specifically social security which is a necessary means to reduce 
poverty and hunger.   

2) Situational analysis of poverty including current coverage and 

gaps in social security/assistance provisions   

South Africa has one of the most progressive constitutions in the world, one which 
guarantees life, dignity and equality to all, yet we have one of the highest rates of 
income inequality internationally.  The pattern of inequality continues to follow the 
demographics and spatial inheritance of the Bantustans under the Apartheid regime. 
More than half of the 48 million people living in South Africa live in poverty2. 
Generational poverty is rife and is most often ‘passed’ from grandparents to their 
children and then grandchildren. It is a result of the oppression and purposeful 
underdevelopment that characterizes our history in South Africa. The triangulation 
between poverty, unemployment and inequality is seldom as starkly visible in other 
countries. 

The Labour Force Survey (Statistics SA, 2005) reported that of the approximately 7 
800 000 unemployed people in the country, the youth accounted for 73 per cent of 
                                                                    

1
 United Nations Millennium Declaration, General Assembly Resolution 55/2, 8 September 2000 
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the unemployed i.e. about 5 600 000. The Community Agency for Social Enquiry 
(CASE) disaggregated youth unemployment in terms of age, thus revealing that 
those aged between 15 and 24 account for 51 percent of the youth who are 
unemployed, those aged between 25 and 34 account for 28 percent, (CASE, 2006). 
This is a worrying trend supported by ILO study (2006) which also specified that 
unemployment is one of the grave challenges facing the youth globally.3 
 
According to Stats SA’s analysis, the top ten percent of South Africa earn 50% of the 
income, while the lowest two deciles access 1.5% of the total national income4 . Our 
life expectancy steadily decreased from 54, 6 years in 2001 to 50 years in 20075.  

As the SAHRC’s Working Paper “Millennium Development Goals and the realization 
of Economic and Social Rights” establishes, the state can neither claim to have 
reduced the breadth or depth of poverty in South Africa. It goes further to argue that 
poverty has in fact worsened. It suggests, “…both the percentage and absolute 
number of people living in poverty in SA [on less than $1 per day] increased quite 
substantially between 1996 and 2005” (ESR Unit, December 2008:14).  

Poverty is an internationally contested issue and the way a country defines the 
concept of poverty depends largely on the commitment of societies to address the 
causes and effects thereof. What no-one can deny however is that poverty in South 
Africa has reached crisis proportions.  

A headcount analysis of people living in poverty (below a poverty line) depends of 
course on where that line is drawn, and the data source used.  South Africa has no 
official definition of poverty, nor any official measurements of poverty.  People living 
in poverty have been set at about 48% of the total population by government in its 
report “Towards a Fifteen Year Review Synthesis Report”6. Whilst, some economist 
consider this a conservative estimate of people living in poverty in South Africa it is 
nonetheless an alarming and deeply worrying state of affairs when we want to half 
poverty and hunger by 2015.  

                                                                    

3 NATIONAL YOUTH POLICY,2009 – 2014  
4 StatsSA, IES 2005/06, 2. 
5 Source: Development Indicators, Mid-term Review, The Presidency, 2006, page 26. 

6 The report, entitled "Towards a Fifteen Year Review Synthesis Report", reviews the government's successes as well as shortcomings and 
challenges over the last 15 years, and investigates the impact of government programmes in improving the lives of South Africans. "What we have 
established is that income poverty has actually declined, contrary to conventional wisdom," policy coordination and advisory services head Joel 
Netshitenzhe told reporters at the Union Buildings in Pretoria this week. "When using the R322 per person [per month] poverty line, in 1995 about 
53% of households was living below that line. In 2005, that figure has decreased to 48%."Netshitenzhe added that when using the lower poverty line 
measure of R174 per person a month, the number of households in 1995 stood at 3%, decreasing in 2005 to 2%. 
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Statistics has shown that social grants have had a real impact on poverty and 
inequality in South Africa. Unfortunately the current system however is not 
comprehensive and does not meet the Constitutional obligations to provide support 
for all people who cannot support themselves and their dependents, or reach the 
MDG to eradicate poverty and hunger. 

Since 1994, social grants have been deracialised and extended to a much greater 
number of people (although it must be noted that pensions were equalised in terms 
of race in 1993 already). We recognize that this was a significant achievement 
considering the reorganization of state bureaucracy and administrative challenges 
faced by the young democratic state.  

Now, over 12 million people receive social assistance. The beneficiaries are largely 
comprised of about 8 million children who receive the Child Support Grant (CSG) 
which has, however, the lowest value of all grants. The cost of the social assistance 
programme has increased and is at a modest level of 3, 5% of GDP.   

Today, there are seven different types of social grants that the South African 
government allocates to certain individuals who qualify for them.  

For those who are able to access social security infrastructure, the intensive 
administrative demands and means testing reduces the social security process to a 
cumbersome and discretionary experience, leading to unintended or incorrect 
exclusions and sometimes un-transparent behaviour by officials. 

As mentioned above the income of social grants into poor households has been 
found by Statistic South Africa to lower the Gini coefficient in terms of income 
inequality from 0.80 to 0.73, which is significant7.   

This is a powerful argument in favour of extending social grants to currently excluded 
poor people because it reflects that people are better off as a result of receiving a 
social grant. 

Our newly elected President, Jacob Zuma in his first State of the Nation address on 
3 June 2009, acknowledged that “social grants remain the most effective form of 
poverty alleviation.”  However, what Black Sash cannot understand is why he hasn’t 
at least announced the extension of the Child Support Grant to children aged 15 to 
18, particularly as he has stressed the importance of secondary school enrolment.   

Furthermore, while he talked about linking social grants to jobs in order to 
“encourage self-reliance amongst the able-bodied”, it is deeply ironic that there is still 
                                                                    

7 Poverty, Social Security and Civil Society in South Africa, Triangulating Transformation, Isobel Frye, SPII, 2008, page 16 
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no sign that our government is intending offering vital income support to the 
unemployed and working poor.  

The Taylor committee noted that “there is a growing need for a platform of general 
social protection that supports both the unemployed and the working poor”.    

Also to note is that one of the recommendations in the National Youth Policy 
includes that government ensures that young people access basic social services 
(including social assistance and welfare services) so that they can reach their full 
potential and improve their livelihood. 8   

Currently, grants are not awarded based on the actual need that exists, but on the 
notion that assistance is given to those traditionally considered vulnerable like the 
old, young and disabled.  Healthy adults who live in poverty are excluded from any 
form of support and rely on grandparents and children in order to survive.  

With respect to social insurance, a large proportion of working people are still not 
included in private retirement or health savings. Additionally, we still see the 
exclusion of people from State controlled social insurance, such as domestic workers 
from the ‘Compensation for Occupational Injury and Disease’. There are increasingly 
large proportions of workers in the informal sector as well as those in 
casual/temporary employment who are also excluded from retirement and 
unemployment provisions. 

Last year civil society engaged government on policy proposals for a Comprehensive 
Social Security put forward by the DSD. We need to continue to engage in dialogue 
on the reform of comprehensive social security in South Africa, as it is imperative 
that we improve not only access to grants, but as a society that we also 
fundamentally shift our dialogue from the narrow confines of social security as cash 
grants to social security as a development tool to enables individuals to realise their 
right to dignity. 

Social security reform must give effect in the first instance to social security as a right 
and not an as administrative or policy matter alone. At the very least the state has a 
duty to articulate a roadmap for the full realisation of the constitutional right to social 
security. 

 

 

                                                                    

8 NATIONAL YOUTH POLICY,2009 – 2014, page 31 
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3) Recommendations 

Therefore, we make the following key recommendations: 

• The state must provide a clear road map that demonstrates how the right to 
social security within a genuinely reasonable framework will be realised as 
guaranteed in our Constitution. 

Developmental comprehensive social protection must be rolled out in such a 
way that it acknowledges that poverty has many dimensions beyond income, 
and entitles recipients to a basket of psychosocial and economic benefits. 

• We recommend that government be held accountable for its promises on 
service delivery excellence, as formulated in the Batho Pele, (“people first”) 
guidelines for service delivery in the public service.   Monitoring of 
implementation should focus on issues of how easily and affordably the 
service is accessed, humane treatment and dignity at the service point, 
efficiency of service delivery, transparency and communication, corruption 
amongst officials, and interference by money lenders.  

• We call for the activation of the Social Development Advisory Board as a 
multi-stakeholder body to oversee the roll out of a comprehensive social 
security system to ensure the monitoring of implementation.  

• We call on the South African Human Rights Commission to have an urgent 
investigation into poverty in South Africa. 

• We suggest a standing commission on poverty that considers and defines the 
multi-dimensional nature of poverty and, goes further to establish a baseline 
or poverty matrix. 

This inquiry should also engage with the progress of a roadmap for the 
progressive realisation of the right to social security (with the advisory board) 
and its impact on poverty.  

• It remains a matter of grave concern that the South African Government 
continues to ignore the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (ICESECR).  

South Africa has signed but as yet not ratified the treaty, despite numerous 

calls from civil society for it to do so. The rights contained in the Covenant 

conform largely to those contained in the Constitution which makes the state's 

failure to ratify the Covenant all the more baffling.   


