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Final Project:  Hunger and Poverty in South Africa
In per capita terms, South Africa is an upper-middle-income country, but despite this relative wealth, the experience of most South African households of complete poverty or of continuing vulnerability to being poor.  In addition, the distribution of income and wealth in South Africa is among the most unequal in the world, and many households still have unsatisfactory access to education, health care, energy, and clean water.  This situation affects not only the country’s social and political stability, but also the development path it follows.  Countries with less equal distributions of income and wealth tend to not grow as rapidly as those with more equitable distributions.  This report reviews the extent and nature of poverty and inequality in South Africa, and assesses the current political framework for the reduction of both.  

Expansion of capabilities focuses on the relationship of people to the resources they have and the commodities they require when meeting their basic sustenance requirements.  Some of the key elements in this are the assets, claims and resources that are available to people, the activities they have to undertake in order to generate a sustainable livelihood, and the commodities and services they require for an acceptable standard of living.  Different policy options can impact on different elements within the system.  An example of this would be land reform increasing the availability of land for small-scale farming, while reforming financial markets could use the actions required to produce a crop.


While economic growth contributes to poverty reduction, it may not necessarily reduce the inequality.  There is evidence that countries starting off with significant inequality experience lower growth rates than others because lack of access to physical, financial, and human assets constrain poor people from participating effectively and efficiently in the economy.  By contrast, the Newly Industrialized Countries of East Asia experienced rapid economic growth which was associated with different government policies to achieve more equitable human resource development.  In South Africa, it seems likely that the prevalent inequality will constrain achievement of the government’s ambitious economic growth.

Poverty can be defined as the inability to attain a minimal standard of living, measured in terms of basic consumption needs or income required to satisfy them.  It is conventional to draw up a poverty line reflecting the monetary value of consumption which separates the poor from the non-poor.  In South Africa this cut-off point can be defined by considering the poorest 40% of households as poor.  Most of the poor live in the rural areas.  While 50% of the population of South Africa is rural, the rural areas contain 72% of those members of the total population who are poor.  The poverty rate for rural areas is 71%.  


Poverty is distributed unevenly among nine provinces.  Provincial poverty rates are highest for the Eastern Cape (71%), Free State (63%), North-West (62%), Northern Province (59%), and Mpumalanga (57%), and the poorest for Gauteng (17%) and the Western Cape (28%).  Poverty is deepest in the Eastern Cape, Free State, and Northern Province, which together make up 36% of the population but account for 51% of the total poverty gap.  Household surveys provide information about the inequality between households, but cannot provide much information about inequality within the households.  While women are generally looked on as those within poor households, the relative position of women within the non-poor households is not very clear.  However, women are clearly more likely to be poor than men, which underlines the importance of targeting women in public works and training programs.

There is a very strong correlation between level of education and standard of living.  The poverty rate among people with no education is 69%, compared with 54% among people with primary education, 24% among those with secondary education, and 3% among those with tertiary education.  There is also a correlation between poverty and ill-health, although this is more difficult to measure, and access to effective health care is specific to particular social and environmental situations.  Poverty and unemployment are closely related as well.  55% of people from poor households are unemployed, compared with 14% of those from non-poor households.  Poor households are characterized by a lack of wage income, either as a result of unemployment or low-paying jobs, and typically rely on multiple sources of income, which helps reduce risk.  

Statistics say very little about people’s actual experience of poverty, however, qualitative data indicates that poverty typically comprises continuous ill health, hazardous work for low income, no power to influence change, and high levels of anxiety and stress.  The absence of power is a defining characteristic of being poor, and is worsened for women by unequal gender relations.  Time is an important cost associated with many of the livelihood  plans constructed by the poor, especially for women, who are often responsible for child-care, cleaning the house, taking care of water, washing, shopping, collecting firewood, and cooking.  The long working hours experienced in many households are worsened by seasonal demands in rural communities.  Ill health and workload both follow a seasonal pattern in rural areas, varying by area, settlement type and climate.  In urban areas, seasonality is due to climate, cyclical, or periodic income earning opportunities.  

The persistence of poverty in rural areas is due to poverty traps, which means that there is a lack of complementary assets and services resulting in poverty of opportunity. This means that individuals are unable to take full advantage of the few assets to which they have access to.  The contraction of the South African economy in recent years, the erosion of the rural economic base through population expansion, lack of infrastructure, and dispossession, means that many households previously dependent on cash income now find themselves with neither the income, or nor the assets from which to generate an adequate income.

Households use their assets to undertake a wide range of income-generating activities, and in doing so exercise a range of claims in many distinctive claiming systems.  There are at least four broad categories of assets and claims.  Human capabilities, natural resources, social and institutional networks, and human-made capital are all example of these assets and claims.  Household livelihood strategies typically include some combination of agriculture and fishing, self employment in small and micro enterprises, wage labor, legal claims against the state, such as pensions, and claims against individuals such as private maintenance.  Several other types of income earning activities are very critical, and may include unpaid domestic labor, illegitimate activities, the sale of household assets, and the use of the environment.


Poverty is characterized by the inability of individuals, households or communities to command sufficient resources to satisfy a socially acceptable standard of living.  Poverty is perceived by poor South Africans themselves to include alienation from the community, food insecurity, crowded homes, usage of unsafe and inefficient forms of energy, lack of jobs that are adequately paid or secure, and fragmentation of the family.  In contrast, wealth is perceived to be characterized by good housing, the use of gas or electricity, and ownership of a major durable good such as a television set of refrigerator.  


Inequality can be defined in terms of being the opposite of equality, a state of social organization that enable or gives equal access to resources and opportunities to all members.  There are a number of possible objectives for policy aimed at reducing inequality, such as increasing the relative income share of the least well-off, lowering the income earned by the most well-off, facilitating upward mobility, promoting economic inclusion and achieving more favorable comparisons against international standards.  


Poverty is not a static condition.  Individuals, households or communities may be vulnerable to poverty as a result of shocks and crises and long-term trends such as racial and gender discrimination, environmental degradation and macroeconomic trends.  Vulnerability to poverty is therefore characterized by an inability to devise an appropriate coping or management strategy in times of crises. In South Africa, poverty may usually involve social exclusion in either an economic state or purely social dimension as well. 
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