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Abstract 

Using the 2008 data from the National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) and other sources of data, this paper 

traces South Africa’s progress on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) barometer. The empirical evidence 

suggests that whilst the Republic of South Africa has gone a long way in improving human welfare, some aspects of 

the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) remain behind target. It appears that poverty, in particular, 

remains unbearably high whilst the government continued with social and economic policies that emphasised 

economic growth. In the context of the recent global economic crisis, the paper argues that the economic crisis fast-

tracked long brewing resentment – especially of the poor who were yet to realise the benefits of political freedom and 

economic growth in their lives. The paper concludes that, perhaps as Stiglitz et al. (2010) contend, new and more 

inclusive parameters for measuring economic growth are critical if South Africa is to achieve the overall goal of 

improving the quality of life, as enshrined in the MDGs.  

1. Introduction 

In South Africa, the effects of over 100 years of economic marginalisation of the 

majority blacks are as visible today as they were in 1994 - at the dawn of freedom (Chang, 2011; 

The Economist, 2010). A reading of the local popular print press reveals that there are still a 

sizeable number of people who exhibit traits of resentment, distrust and to a larger extent 

disappointment and despondency, as a result of continued economic marginalisation1. According 

to a 2003 analysis of the extent of poverty in South Africa, Landman et al. (2003: 1) document 

that about 40% or 18 million people in South Africa were yet to taste the economic benefits of 

freedom, whilst approximately 3 million of these people were still in a ―desperate struggle to 

survive‖.  

Recent estimates suggest that about 47% of South Africans live below the poverty line: 

income poverty line of R502 per capita in 2008 is used – refer to Bhorat and Van der Westhuisen 

(2010) on grounds and technicalities for using R502 per capita. South Africa has overtaken Brazil 

as the most unequal society in the world beset by high levels of crime, poverty and disease 

                                                           
* Contributions from Thula Dlamini & Zukiswa Mqolomba are acknowledged. This paper is still work-in-progress: 
not to be quoted without the permission of the corresponding author (gumede.vusi@gmail.com) 
1 One of recent examples of this is the recent littering of a road, leading to the Free State Province‘s township of 
Botshabelo, with human waste over the infamous apartheid system created bucket system. Available on:  
http://fstimes.co.za/index.php/news/local/item/3152-botshabelo-says-no-to-bucket-system (accessed, 14 May 
2011).  

http://fstimes.co.za/index.php/news/local/item/3152-botshabelo-says-no-to-bucket-system
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(Avigarn, 2006) – the South African economic inequality (0.69), as measured by the Gini 

Coefficient, is too high and it is mainly concentrated between the majority blacks and minority 

whites (Bhorat and Van  der Westhuisen, 2010).  

The existence of glaring socio-economic disparities has further been fuelled by the recent 

global economic downturn which - at its early stages - was characterised by rising fuel and food 

prices (Baker, 2008). According to the World Bank (2008), the prediction that rising food prices 

were going to negatively impact developing countries became a reality in southern Africa: with 

South Africa becoming the highlight of the poor man‘s predicament, as locals launched a 

scathing and inhumane attack on non-South Africans in a spate of country-wide xenophobic 

attacks. These were later quantified by the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC)(2008) as 

having been motivated by, inter alia, increasing competition for jobs, commodities, and housing 

on the ordinary people. These validated earlier fears by the World Bank (2008) of the likely 

effects of the economic crisis on developing countries but also signalled challenges on the 

country‘s progress on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) barometer. As if that was 

not enough, in South Africa, the service delivery train has been repeatedly challenged: with a 15 

year dip2 in September 2010 following some country-wide mass protests as the Confederation of 

South African Trade Unions (COSATU) launched one of the most intense stand-offs against 

government in post-apartheid South Africa. This was in a bid to register their level of 

disappointment and dissatisfaction with the appalling standards of service delivery across the 

provinces. Over and above this, the country faces very high levels of crime, coupled with 

endemic ―corruption and maladministration‖ (Draper and Dawes, 2010) – a latest addition to the 

ills that are consistently jeopardising human welfare and well-being.  

In concert, for a moment, all these factors seemed to thwart the political and economic 

strides that have been traversed on South Africa in the past 15 years. In the same vein, 

moreover, the euphoria of successfully hosting the 2010 soccer world cup was ended3 by these 

glaring economic and service delivery discrepancies in SA. This is despite the fact that 

economically; the Republic of South Africa has been quantified to be doing well (Mabungu and 

Chitinga, 2007; Frankel et al., 2006), if the rise in gross domestic product (GDP) and per capita 

                                                           
2 In actual fact, this was a second 15 year deep, as there were protests in 2009, but were down played by the 
government to ensure a smooth hosting of the world cup or to give the impression that all was well on the eve of 
the 2010 soccer world cup. Thus, the 2010 service delivery protest were not the first of their kinds, as the country 
had experienced sporadic service delivery protests across the provinces in 2009 (SAPA, 2009 as cited by News24) 
available on: http://www.news24.com/Africa/News/ANC-to-discuss-protests-20090717 (accessed on 12 May 
2011).  
3 For example, fresh from 2010 world cup, COSATU launched its biggest stand-off against government in post-
apartheid.  

http://www.news24.com/Africa/News/ANC-to-discuss-protests-20090717
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GDP is anything to go by (World Bank, 2011). Indeed, in 2007 – on the eve of the global 

economic crisis - the economy of South Africa was growing at a healthy 4.9% with ―buoyant 

household spending‖ spurred by an increase in disposable income (African Economic Outlook, 

2008: 557). It appears, however, that against such a healthy economic growth trajectory, South 

Africa was not winning the ‗war‘ against poverty and inequality; the result of which was a country 

ranked third in the league of most unequal societies in the world in 2006 (Steyn et al., 2006). This 

rating was expected to drop with increased economic growth (GEAR, 1996). However, evidence 

suggests that was not so, as this paper intends to show that, to a larger extent, poverty remains 

unbearably high. Unfortunately, as has been seen elsewhere, hand in glove with a country‘s 

healthy economic growth trajectory is a harsh economic lesson from history: one that cautions 

against growth at ―the cost of greater inequality, [and] higher unemployment‖ (Soubbotina, 2004: 

7). It is almost general knowledge that economic performance can only be deemed useful if it 

launches the people into greater feelings of economic and social well-being (Oswald, 1997).  

The realisation that poverty remains too high in SA provokes the question: has South 

Africa‘s growth trajectory benefited the masses? And to what extent has it contributed to the 

attainment (or lack thereof) of the MDGs especially from a standpoint of the poor, in light of 

the global economic crisis? Against these questions, arises the need to assess how human well-

being and income poverty for the poorest 20 percent has progressed in South Africa‘s given the 

reported 3.5% average economic growth from 2000 - 2007. However, because of data paucity, 

this paper starts from the United Nations Millennium Project reports, and weaves the thread 

through a variety of development literature in a bid to solicit ideas on how South Africa‘s 

economic growth trajectory has impacted the people in the MDGs sense. Using the 2008 data 

from the National Income Dynamic Study (NIDS) dataset, this paper shows that whilst on the 

macroeconomic front South Africa has done impressively well, there still exist conspicuous 

socioeconomic challenges, which when not properly addressed might undermine the remarkable 

political and economic progress that the country has made since 1994.   

2. Millennium Goals and Development 

Sachs (2005ab) warns that the issue of development should not be looked at from a ‗one 

size fit all‘ continuum but should rather be viewed from a holistic development prism which 

encompasses everyone, first at the country level, then on the global front to bolster development 

and growth, for all. It was for this reason that when world leaders met in 2000 at the United 

Nations Millennium Summit, they unilaterally agreed that there were eight fundamental 

economic and social development areas that needed to be achieved by the year 2015. These areas 
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were, in no particular order: the empowerment of women, poverty eradication, and universal 

access to primary education; reducing child mortality, improving maternal health, combating 

killer diseases such as HIV/AIDS and Malaria, ensuring environmental sustainability, and 

fostering a global partnership for development (Sachs, 2005a). Realising that Africa was an 

exceptional case, a subsequent need to ensure that the benefits of the MDGs were realised in all 

corners of the African continent, the United Nations decided to set up the Africa MDG steering 

group (MDG ASG) in 2007, to specifically fast track the attainment of the Goals through the 

identification of tangible action plans (MDG ASG, 2008). The MDG ASG was enacted also 

because of the MDGs potential towards combating on-going socio-economic discrepancies in 

Africa through the identification of ―minimum thresholds in agriculture, nutrition, education, 

health and infrastructure‖ (MDG ASG, 2008).  

For African countries, this was a script written in heaven as it promised many benefits 

which would, above all, end the socioeconomic ills of Africans as we know them today and at 

most pull out hundreds of thousands, if not millions, out of the poverty trap4 (Aharonovitz, 

2011). Indeed, extraordinary benefits await developing countries from successfully implementing 

the MDGs. According to Sachs (2005a:1), immediate benefits range from mopping a staggering 

500 million people out of life-threatening poverty, whilst safely putting 300 million people in the 

no hunger zone. Furthermore, such common tragedies as child mortality would be a thing of the 

past - which would also mean saving about 2 million more mothers from unnecessary deaths. 

Even more pertinent about the MDGs is the idea of realising a dignified lifestyle for all people 

through the provision of clean drinking water and basic sanitation, not to mention a life of 

freedom for women and girls characterised by ―more security and more opportunity‖ (Sachs, 

2005: 2). For example, according to Peacock and Watson (2008) most caregiving jobs (as a result 

of HIV/AIDS) are the responsibility of women in most developing countries – with about 80 

percent of these tasks falling on women in South Africa, alone. This makes the MDGs to be 

‗‗too important to fail‖ (MDG ASG, 2008: 1) and has become every government‘s priority to, at 

least, register noticeable progress towards their attainment. Similarly, the lure of wanting to 

falsify data to project a better image by governments around the developing world has increased 

as much (ECLAC, 2009).  

The United Nations through its subsidiary organisations and governments have arguably 

worked tirelessly, around the clock, towards the global realisation of these goals. Undeniably, 

evidence suggests that there has been considerable global progress towards achieving the MDGs 

                                                           
4 Aharonovitz (2011: 108) draws from Azariadis and Starchurski (2005) to define poverty traps as ―any self-
reinforcing mechanisms that causes poverty to persist.‖ 
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(MDG ASG, 2008). However, such progress has not yielded the desired results in Sub-Saharan 

Africa (SSA), Latin America and the Caribbean (Sachs, 2005a; Sachs et al., 2004). Especially, SSA 

seems to be trailing behind in all aspects of the MDGs (Sachs et al., 2004; Sachs, 2005ab). In a set 

of eight different reports produced by eight task forces; each assigned on each of the eight goals, 

the United Nations Millennium Project (2005a - h) has reported that, by and large, SSA countries 

are failing to come up with sustainable programmes to meet all the requisite aspects of attaining 

the MDGs, at least by 2015.  

Whilst some countries have done exceptionally well in accelerating their effort to achieve 

most of their targets highlighting the possibility of rapid improvements, overall progress 

however continues to be slow. The Africa Progress Report (2011) notes, for instance, that Sub-

Saharan Africa (SSA) continues to show (slow) progress in net enrolment in primary education, 

child mortality, women‘s empowerment, as well as HIV/Aids, Malaria and other diseases. Sub-

Saharan Africa, in addition, reports marginal increases in gender parity, with women‘s 

representation in African parliaments having made some progress. Sub-Sahara has also 

experienced a decline in overall under-five mortality rate (U5MR), however, child mortality rates 

have been declining at an insufficient rate to attain the MDG target between 1990 and 2008, with 

Eritrea and Malawi, Ethiopia, Malawi, Mozambique and Nigeria reporting the most striking 

U5MR progress. The alarming rates of youth unemployment, high maternal mortality, increasing 

food insecurity, the risk of contagion and the effects of climate change, however, threaten past 

and future gains; hindering SSA progress towards the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).  

The Africa Progress Panel (APP) reports, for instance, that the number of people suffering from 

poverty and hunger on the continent has increased.  

South Africa – ranked 31st in the world – with a Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of US$ 

285 266 million (World Bank, 2011), is one of the countries that have been quantified to be 

progressing well towards the attainment of the MDGs (SAGI, 201). South Africa‘s Human 

Development Index (HDI) trend, for example, has generally been increasing; a marginal 

improvement of the HDI at 0.69 in 2008 from 0.68 in 2007. However, the Human Poverty 

Index (HPI-1) remains rather high, and the 2010 HDI from the Human Development Report 

(2010) is 0.60. Broadly, the SA economic situation has evolved quite handsomely from 1994 till 

2007, despite the economic turmoil of the late 1990s following very unstable interest rates 

(Koelbe, 2008). However, in South Africa, there is still a sizeable amount of people who still 

dawdle under disease and poverty. Making the situation perverse is that the country is yet to 

register meaningful progress in as far as providing a ‗dignified life‘ for the poorest of the poor, is 
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concerned. For example, according to the Medical Research Council of South Africa‘s (2001) 

technical report, in 1996, 52 % of the population lived below the poverty line - a figure that had 

not changed by much 12 years later - as this paper shows that 47% of the population were still 

living under the poverty line in 2008. Similarly, the Alliance for Children‘s Entitlement to Social 

Security (ACESS) (2002) documented that 11 million children were living in ultra-poverty in 

South Africa in 2002, of which 3.9 million of these were children aged between 0 to 6 years. In 

2009, UNICEF South Africa and the Financial and Fiscal Commission (2010), reported in a 

comprehensive study that the total population of children below the age of 18 who were living 

below the ‗arbitrary‘ income poverty line had jumped to 11.8 million whilst 26% of these were 

children below the age of 4. This highlights that there are many children who are being born into 

poverty, which means by default that many mothers are still not free from the scourge of poverty 

in SA, posing a big question mark on South Africa‘s progress on that aspect of the MDGs.   

The realisation that the continent of Africa in its entirety is ―still lagging behind on each 

Goal despite a very encouraging recent rise in the rate of economic growth, an overall 

improvement in the policy environment, and strong macroeconomic fundamentals‖ (MDG 

ASG, 2008) makes the focus on economic growth as a yardstick for the overall attainment of 

these Goals arguably wanting. This point is particularly important to mention for various 

reasons. First of all, when policy makers get together to discuss the future, often such things as 

economic instabilities caused by shocks on the markets are, in most cases, not considered. 

Consequently, the failures to account for these external shocks often cause such countries to fall 

backwards in as far as their holistic development agendas are concerned, in the event of such 

external economic shocks taking place. This is also true for natural or weather related disasters or 

shocks which subsequently destabilise markets or worse macroeconomic programmes, as 

governments come face to face with disaster. Secondly, the failure of policies specifically 

designed to inspire development in developing countries, as Easterly (2007) notes, has meant 

that such countries look to economic growth for sustained growth. But, such growth policies – 

notably in the 70s and 80s – plunged these countries into further financial dire straits, driving 

many of its people into poverty, but also augmenting the list of ―pre-requites for development‖ 

or at most proving that ―maybe … [policy makers and economists] don‘t know how to achieve 

development‖ (Easterly, 2007: 327 – 28).  The focus on per capita growth also hides a lot of 

disparities as it gives the impression that on the whole people are better off when in actual fact it 

is probably more a case of the rich are getting richer. Finally, the desire of country governments 

to be seen to be doing the right thing in as far as combating especially poverty and disease and all 
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the other aspects of the MDGs has created desperation and an incentive to falsify data in a drive 

to meet deadlines (Gold, 2005).  

This is not to say that - as Easterly (2007) explains – economic planners are clueless 

about development ideas but perhaps that it is difficult to identify responsive development ideas. 

Similarly, this does not obliterate the importance of economic growth in the development 

aspirations of a country. Indeed, sustainable economic growth is still very important for the 

―[l]ong-term [reduction of] poverty [in a country]… which in turn depends on technological 

advance and capital accumulation‖ (Sachs, 2005: 23). However, it is important to note that, an 

economy can only grow for so long, after which continued growth can start to be detrimental to 

sustainability (Bartlett, 1978; 1998). Moreover, following on Easterly‘s (2007) and Sachs‘ (2005a) 

reasoning, economic growth on its own cannot achieve the golden Goal of poverty reduction, 

unless as Sachs (2005a) documents, is meditated and rolled in the MDGs thinking. Indeed, even 

development aid backed ideas have yielded little positive benefits or success in pulling the masses 

out of the poverty trap, as even these lacked the essential ingredient of including all the peoples 

in a country (Doucaliagos and Paldam, 2008; Easterly, 2007).  

The MDGs have a special ability to inspire sustainable economic growth in that they are: 

1) ―ends in themselves‖ and 2) ―capital inputs‖ (Sachs, 2005: 23). By the MDGs being ―ends in 

themselves‖, it is meant that they have the capability to launch the people to better and 

improved standards of living; whereas they act as ―capital inputs‖ through their inevitable 

contribution to productivity and ultimately sustainable economic growth. Such growth is - in 

itself - mindful or inclusive of the entire population; such that everybody is on board (Sachs, 

2005ab) as opposed to growth that only focuses on the total productivity (or industrial output) as 

quantified through the GDP. From this interpretation, ―the MDGs cover all the relative aspects 

of poverty not just income poverty... [they recognize that] poverty is multidimensional … [and 

go on to inspire and project] a broad terrain of basic human well-being, representing all the 

relevant dimensions of poverty as part of an integrated whole‖ (Gold, 2005: 24).   

This implies that there is an intricate link between the MDGs, economic growth and 

capital accumulation. Essentially, such a link can be summarised under five key development 

prisms (Sachs, 2005a: 23 – 24). The first and second prisms relate to ―human capital‖ and 

―infrastructure‖ development which are achieved through the Goals on poverty and disease and 

on clean water provision and sanitation and proper housing, respectively. The third, which is 

―knowledge capital‖, is harnessed from the Goal on ―technological innovation and diffusion‖ 

whereas the fourth is ―household income‖ which is realised through the Goal for income 
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poverty. Lastly, ―natural capital‖ refers to the aspect of environmental and ecological 

sustainability through maintaining a country‘s stocks of wild flora and fauna. Indeed, as Sachs 

(2005a: 23) indicates, ―meeting the Goals for hunger, education, gender equality, and health is 

vital for overall economic growth and development.‖  

However, for SSA countries the tendency has been to focus on economic growth which 

has not been sufficiently inclusive, in that it does not derive from the MDGs. Hence, in most of 

these countries, it has become happenstance to see impressive growth, but in general, an overall 

poor well-being of the people (Aharonovitz, 2011). Most African leaders and policy makers have 

similarly made the mistake of looking at growth purely from the standpoint of how much of it 

can hasten their attainment of the MDGs as opposed to how much investments are needed to 

achieve the MDGs and subsequently growth (Sachs, 2005). As Sachs (2005) expounds, there is a 

difference. For instance, in the MDGs sense, economic growth becomes secondary or the 

ultimate end or outcome. The primary focus shifts to improving ‗human capital‘, ‗infrastructure‘, 

‗knowledge capital‘, ‗household income‘ and the often less appreciated resource of ‗natural 

capital‘ – which is where developed countries are. These prisms are interrelated in that they are 1) 

reliant on each other, and 2) feed on one another. Similarly, there is very little that a country can 

achieve without an investment on these key development prisms in the MDGs sense (Sachs, 

2005b). The attainment of MDGs feeds to productivity which is necessary for beneficial and 

sustainable economic growth to take place. There is therefore, no doubt that, all these 

development prisms are mandatory for growth to take place (Sachs, 2005ab).  

3. MDGs and Economic Shocks 

In Africa, broadly, there is a high failure rate of the MDGs (Sachs, 2005). Sachs (2005a) 

has proposed four broad reasons that try to explain the failure of MDGs, in most African 

countries. These are: poor governance, corruption, poor economic policy choices and human 

rights infringement (Sachs, 2005). Aharonovitz (2011) has recently identified the failure to tap 

into existing knowledge as another reason why African countries continue to fail on the 

development continuum. However, the recent global financial meltdown may have compounded 

the problem as it came with harsh consequences for poor people, not just in Africa but around 

the world (Baker, 2008). The one thing that has come out clear is the exogeneity of economic 

shocks on policy making and the sad reality of its irrevocable yet colossal effects. For SSA 

countries, it has also added salt to the wound – by worsening the already fragile situation (World 

Bank, 2008a). Over and above the fact that, in SSA, people continue to live under serious 

economic hardships - with literally no safety nets from the governments for the poor - the 
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effects of the global financial crisis affected these very people as increased economic strains on 

the governments following an unprecedented drop in official development assistance (ODA), 

investments, and employment heightened as the crisis gained momentum (World bank, 2008b).  

3.1 Economic Growth 

 The financial crisis has, without doubt, affected the growth of Sub-Saharan African 

country economies - greatly compounding the development of policy interventions to 

circumvent its effects on economic growth but also disrupting any practicable plans to harness 

such growth towards the attainment of the MDGs (African Development Bank, 2009).  As the 

World Bank (2010) argues, this has thwarted any of the considerable progress that has been 

made in Sub-Saharan Africa toward the attainment of the MDGs in recent years. Especially, its 

greatest effect was felt on its biting effect on the aspirations of such countries in reducing the 

number of people in income poverty, with an estimated 7 million people as having been 

prevented [by the global economic crisis] from living better and dignified lives of above the 

poverty line of US$1.25 per day in 2009 (World Bank, 2010). This suggests that the greatest 

setbacks in as far as the attainment of the MDGs as a result of the global economic crisis are 

being felt mostly in Africa. Unfortunately, it is also clear that they are also impeding economic 

growth in SSA. For instance, the World Bank (2010) documents that: as a result of the economic 

crisis, economic growth in SSA took a nosedive from just over 5% in 2008 to about 3% in 2009. 

Similarly, the United Nations (2010) estimates that growth in African economies has fallen from 

6% in 2006-2008, to 2.5% in 2009 with a projected comeback of 4.5% in 2010 and 5.2% in 2011. 

Although 2010 has come and gone with nothing significant, a greater evil set in as a new set of 

riots, starting from North Africa, to West Africa and even in southern Africa. The North African 

riots, especially the political instability in Libya has further affected the price of oil, the 

implications of which, from poverty eradication point of view, could be shattering.    

3.2 Rising Food Prices 

          The 2008 United Nations‘ Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) Report argues, among 

other things, that the challenges towards the achievement of the goals and targets have become 

enormous especially for those countries that are overwhelmed by global warming, global 

economic crisis, lack of food, increases in the oil price and so on. The African Development 

Bank (2010) contends, in this instance, that the aftershocks of the financial crisis, including 

currency and price volatility, fiscal crises and asset-price collapse, have affected the progress of 

African countries towards the attainment of the MDGs. The global economic crisis has been 
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quantified as having had the worst adverse effects on SSA poorest of the poor (FAO, 2011; 

Conceição and Mendoza, 2009). For instance, at the household level, increasing food prices have 

had the greatest effect on poor and food. The loss of income in poor households has served as a 

serious (external) shock, particularly on households that spend a larger proportional share of 

income (50/60%) on basic food commodities. As a consequent, many households have since 

plunged into severe (chronic) poverty, with far reaching consequences largely attributable to 

food-insecure populations(USAID, 2009). Tentative figures show that high food and fuel prices, 

for instance, have driven an additional 75-100 million people into extreme poverty, whilst over 

500 million people are expected to delve into poverty by 2015 (Conceição and Mendoza, 2009). 

Moreover, this accentuates the poverty and disease challenge given the fact that more people live 

below the poverty line of 1 US dollar per day. With these high prices, it is easier to guess who 

was mostly affected by the economic crisis (Blass, 2009; USAID, 2008; FAO, 2011; World Bank 

Food, 2011). In essence, this is not only because of the global financial crisis per se, it also that 

the global food crisis has not been addressed. Conceição and Mendoza (2009) notes, in this 

instance, that oil price in 2008 have been above its ten-year average (20%) dating 1998/2008. 

3.3 Rising Energy Prices 

         The adverse effects of the recession on SSA poorest is also attributable to its effect on 

energy prices and its rippling effects on the entire agricultural sector. This is because energy is an 

important input in the food production chain. Capehart and Richardson (2008) correctly point 

out that energy costs affect all levels of the food production sector. The crude oil prices that 

were in excess of $100 per barrel in 2008 affected costs throughout the supply chain. High costs 

of oil induced an increase in the price of petroleum and natural gas - which is used in the 

production of fertiliser (Pimentel et al., 1999; Bartlett, 1978; 1998) – which subsequently pushed 

the costs of agricultural inputs to the sky. In this instance, rising oil prices meant that producers 

spent more for fertilizer (for which natural gas is a major input), crop drying, and transportation, 

all of which raise production costs. At the processing, wholesale, and retail levels, the cost of 

transportation and operating packing houses, manufacturing plants, and retail stores also 

increased. In addition, high petroleum prices increase the competitiveness of ethanol, further 

boosting demand for corn. Inevitably, some, if not most, of these costs were passed on to 

consumers: with poorest households suffering most adversely from rising basic food 

commodities.  
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The sad reality is that for SSA country governments the option of protecting the people was not 

available, as the rise in food prices ran across the board with its massive impact being felt on the 

staple crops such as: rice, wheat, maize and soybeans(USAID, 2008). Particularly, maize forms 

the major staple crop for most SSA countries, whereas wheat is used across the region as a major 

input in the production of animal feed as well as confectionary products and especially bread. 

The price for maize grains increased by 43%; whereas the prices for wheat, rice and soybeans 

increased by 31%, 49%, and 36%, respectively, for their ten-year moving average (Conceição and 

Mendoza, 2009). As the Food and Agricultural Organisation (2011) adds, the prices for food 

remain relatively high today than they were on average before the economic crisis. The situation 

is acerbated by the fact that SSA also remain heavily marginalized in world trade affairs, with 

little say in and control over how decisions affecting their countries are taken. The Africa 

Progress Panel (2011:p 6) correctly notes that ―the continent‘s enormous potential remains 

constrained by unfair global rules and the ambivalent behaviour of many partners, particularly 

with respect to tariff and nontariff barriers to trade, distorting quotas and bloated subsidy 

regimes.‖  

3.4. Social Cohesion and MDGs 

The food crisis has had adverse effects on social cohesion, particularly in SSA‘s poorest 

food-insecure enclaves and in turn tempering with social cohesion – the functionality of many 

communities and/or countries, and subsequently respective social capital, has been affected. 

Countries like Mozambique and South Africa have experienced service delivery riots, with the 

Arab uprisings giving due credence. Whilst in South Africa they were aimed at foreigners – over 

what has been labelled, inter alia, a competition for resources, commodities and housing etc. 

(HRSC, 2008) – in Mozambique, the protest and subsequently riots were over high bread prices, 

which were not taken well by the people. USAID (2009) reports that as a result of the rising food 

prices, a total of 8.7 million people were affected in southern Africa. Although a majority of 

these people were Zimbabweans (5.1 million) – signalling the epi-effect of political instability 

towards the attainment of these Goals – Lesotho and Swaziland, like most SSA countries, also 

had a significant part of their populations affected by the rising food prices. The on and off 

xenophobic attacks in South Africa, as well as the wave of public riots that have since swept over 

SSA make a case of the importance of food security in maintaining social stability and social 

cohesion.  
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In classic market economics, it is argued that prices are responsible for human behaviour, 

meaning that they determine the distribution of wealth and income (Mocan and Gittings, 2006; 

Harbaugh et al. 2003). With the rise in food prices, it could be argued that whilst food was 

produced in adequate amounts in SA, an artificial food surplus was created following a rise in the 

price of oil making food unaffordable - especially to the poor. People were laid off (UNICEF 

South Africa, 2010), which meant more people became unemployed further aggravating the 

poverty status but introducing many other societal misfortunes including more crimes and 

sufferings, thwarting any improvement that may have been made on those aspects of the MDGs. 

Furthermore, as the crisis deepened, people in the townships were resorting to coveted means, 

some selling their RDP houses, some renting them out – perhaps in a move meant to 

supplement their incomes to be able to buy food (HRSC, 2008). 

           The HSRC has documented that the riots were caused by a variety of factors, which 

included amongst others, relative deprivation and economic marginalisation (HRSC, 2008). The 

HSRC (2008) reports, in this instance, that the average incomes in the townships have not 

benefitted from SA‘s buoyant economic growth. For example, in Soweto, incomes have not risen 

as quickly as have incomes in Johannesburg city surroundings, with the latter showing incomes 

of 2.5 times as big in 1996 and 4 times as big in 2004 as in the former – further accentuating the 

city and township divide (City of Johannesburg, 2005). The township-food security dilemma is 

deepened, amongst other things, by unfavourable production conditions: there is barely space for 

the people to practice such food production practices as urban agriculture etc., meaning that they 

rely solely on the cash economy for food. The township dilemma is also exacerbated by high-

level youth unemployment: most of the people living in townships are unemployed youths and 

economically inactive children, who have no access to incomes to buy food and commodities. 

Unfortunately, the burden of feeding them falls on their grandparents, through their old age 

grants (since their young mothers are equally unemployed), which make life more unbearable. It 

is not surprising that, when the first attacks occurred, they were through a group of youths.  

 

4. South Africa and MDGs 

           Since about 2000, South Africa has made considerable progress towards the achievement 

of the MDGs, particularly those linked to national development targets, namely: economic 

growth (GDP), poverty reduction, gender equality, primary education and maternal health. In 

addressing the scourge of poverty, MDG 1, South Africa has been firm to committing to 

speeding up growth. South Africa has been steadfast in its committed to a path that builds 
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economic and social infrastructure not only to reverse the 2008 economic crisis setback but 

progress towards decent work. Commendable in this regards is South Africa‘s comprehensive 

social welfare system, which has accounted for much of decline in poverty largely as a result of a 

significant income transfer programmes and massive reallocation of pro-poor expenditure i.e. on 

housing, water, electricity and sanitation.  

 

Arguably, much of South Africa‘s success in this regards could be attributable to its 

institutional response to the MDGs, opting to domesticate the MDGs by linking the MDGs to 

the Medium Term Strategic Framework (MTSF) 2009-2014 (see Table 1). The MTSF base 

document guides the planning and resource allocation across all spheres of government in a bid 

to meet the developmental needs of all South Africans. The MTEF planning has been consistent 

with the government‘s view that the MDGs are not stand alone goals that are independent from 

each other, but constitute multi-sectoral links between all goals, targets and indicators, including 

the cross-cutting gender equality goals. For instance, the South African government notes that 

―preoccupation with maternal health and gender disparities in education, without addressing 

their relationship to feminised poverty, gender biases in the economy, gendered violence and 

ideologies, could thwart gender equality, women‘s empowerment and thus the achievement of all 

the goals.‖ (RSA, 2010: p13).   

 

Table 1: National Development Planning and MDGs*  
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*SA MDG Country Report, 2010: 17 

 

South Africa‘s MDG country report (2010), notes, however that ―while South Africa has 

developed a sophisticated infrastructure, a well-developed private sector and a stable macro-

economy, it suffers inequality in education, specifically as regards access to quality education and 

access to quality health care.‖  For instance, whilst South Africa has achieved MDG (goal) 2 of 

universal primary education, South Africa‘s massive backlog of skills and the quality of education 

has held back South Africa‘s route to development.  

 

In addition, though South Africa recognises that ―our health is our life and MDGs 3, 4 

and 5 are our life‖, South Africa continues to carry the brunt of disease with the scourge of HIV 

and AIDS stubbornly reversing gains made in life expectancy.  HIV and Aids continues to 

undermine efforts to combat child and maternal mortality, as well as life expectancy affected by 

health conditions. It is important to highlight, however, that HIV prevalence has begun to 

stabilise after peaking in the 1900s and 2000s, owing much to an extended Anti-Retroviral 

therapy programme touted the largest in the world (RSA, 2010). More generally, South Africa 

continues to work with other African countries & the broader global south, working on 

continental peace, stability and development. This is informed by a firm recognition that without 
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MDG 8, South Africa‘ national priorities and the extended global partnerships cannot be 

achieved.  

Figure 1 below summarises South Africa‘s progress on individual MDGs as tracked by 

the Africa Progress Panel (2011: 30). 

 

Figure 1: MDG Scorecard for South Africa 

 

 

 

 

It is not surprising therefore that South Africa is often labelled as a ‗land of many 

contrasts‘ with a good record of past successful events worthy of international envy but similarly 

with a lot that are better off forgotten and left in the past (The Economist, 2010). It is a country 

with an impressive outlook on its economic future, but with disappointing well-being status for 

the majority of its people (UNICEF South Africa, 2010). After two years of the first ever 

democratic elections and realising that the economy was not creating enough jobs or promoting 

macroeconomic stability, the government of South Africa introduced an ambitious economic 

growth strategy: GEAR so named after its acronym for Growth Employment and Redistribution 

[Strategy]. Whilst there have been many authors who have argued that GEAR did not replace the 

Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) per se (Koelbe, 2008; Pottinger, 2003; 

Manuel, 2006), there are as much who have argued to the affirmative (Davis, 2003; Tsheola, 

2002; Wehner, 2000).   

This is mentioned here because the RDP was not only conceived in the spirit of a better 

life for all – before the MDGs – yet, in a way it aimed to address all the aspects of the MDGs 

with the constitution of SA coming in handy where it (RDP) was not capacitated to deliver. It is 

also important to understand this against the context that the RDP was a product of the early 

stages of the negotiation process in South Africa - where it was quickly realised that a possible 
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way out (of the socioeconomic backlog created by apartheid) was going to be through an 

economic action plan which emphasised the development of the people as much as it did 

industry and investments - to re-launch the country into the international community (IDASA, 

2006; ANC, 1994; Marais, 2001). It was for that reason that, after democratisation, the RDP 

emerged as the only logical and people‘s oriented engine for economic development, that would 

- not only - re-launch South Africa into the international economy but also improve the quality 

of life for every South African (Mckinley, 2003). It emphasised human development through the 

provision of basic infrastructure (ANC, 1994) and was premeditated and quantified to be 

potentially able to surmount the ―dire problems of poverty and acute inequality‖ (Stewart, 

1997:3). However, that was not to be so, following the economic upheavals of the late 1990s, as 

the government soon realised that it was plunging deeper into a fiscal crisis (Koelbe, 2008) – 

which became the paramount factor in the introduction of GEAR in 1996 (Vale and Barret, 

2009).  

This is not to say that the contribution made by the country‘s impressive social welfare 

programme, in tackling the economic disparities of the past in South Africa are negligible. On 

the contrary, without growth perhaps it would have been impossible to finance it, albeit the 

reality of the problem, as we intend to show, is being hidden in the averages (The Economist, 

2010). Furthermore, it appears that South Africa has not done enough to equalise incomes post-

apartheid - but that the focus has rather been more on cash transfers than on actual provision of 

such skills necessary for the majority blacks to realise and participate in growing the economy 

(Chang, 2011). The result of which is continued economic marginalisation based on lack of the 

requisite attributes fundamental for any individual to harness the benefits of growth whilst 

contributing to it. Moreover, it also appears that the ANC led government is in dire straits in as 

far as transferring the impressive GEAR inspired economic growth into tangible benefits for the 

people, in the MDGs sense.  For instance, it seems as if the ANC government – like most 

governments in SSA - is also of the idea that economic growth – through employment creation – 

can eradicate poverty and disease (ANC, 2010) – obviously ignoring the fact that, as Chang 

(2011) argues, the majority of the people still do not have the requisite skills to benefit from the 

envisaged growth.  Hence, it is small-wonder that, against an economy that grew on an average 

3.4% between 1994 – 2008 (Koelbe, 2008), in 2007 after precisely 14 years of democracy and 12 

years of GEAR, the ANC pronounced in its 52nd National Conference in Polokwane, that ―[t]he 

central and most pressing challenges … [it was still facing were] unemployment, poverty and 

inequality‖ (ANC, 2010).  
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There are two important things to note about this statement. First, when the ANC met 

in 2007, it was before the economic crisis occurred and yet, it was evident that economic growth 

was not yielding the desired goals in as far as mopping people out of poverty or at least was 

moving slower in redressing the economic disparities of the past. Instead, as the City of 

Johannesburg (2005) shows, more and more people were sinking deeper into poverty in the 

townships, especially in Soweto – which is South Africa‘s largest township. In recent years, the 

issue of urban poverty – principally in the townships (whether formal or informal) has received 

much scholarly attention and the contribution it makes towards the high poverty and disease 

challenges in South Africa, documented (Township Renewal Sourcebook, 2009).  

Notwithstanding this realisation, the ruling party - it appears - sees economic growth as 

the engine necessary for conjecturing poverty alleviation ideas. Such economic growth, although 

it can create jobs for the people, is also capable of dropping5 them into further poverty as 

noticed during the economic crisis, where one million jobs were lost in South Africa (UNICEF 

South Africa, 2010). This is particularly because it lacks the investment on the fundamental 

aspects or development prisms of the MDGs which have been identified by Sachs (2005b) as 

prerequisites for beneficial and sustainable economic growth to take place. For example, even 

though the government did try to prevent mass unemployment through an impressive skills 

development programme, it remains true that the people who were mostly affected by the 

economic crises were those with no skills to improve, as illustrated below.  

 The paper now turns to poverty measurements and methodological questions regarding 

the model used to investigate human development and the extent of poverty in South Africa.  

 

5. The MDGs and Human Development 

At the heart of the MDGs is a holistic process of wanting to widen and improve people‘s 

choices (improving incomes) whilst elevating their well-being status (human development). The 

Foster-Greer-Thorbecke (FGT) family of poverty-measures is the most widely used model in 

comparing income poverty (Tungodden, 2004), whereas human wellbeing has traditionally been 

quantified through a set of four indices, namely: human development index (HDI), human 

                                                           
5 This is because, research after research has shown that South Africa‘s biggest problems is a skills mismatch.  
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poverty index (HPI), gender-related human development index (GDI) and gender empowerment 

measure (GEM) – these measures are continuously being improved and or adjusted6.  

The FGT poverty indicators focus on three measures, namely: the headcount (  ), 

poverty gap (  ), and squared poverty gap (  ). Moreover, since the literature recommends that 

it is advisable to treat the FGT poverty measures as one - for a meaningful analysis, this study 

draws from Lipton and van der Gaag (1993) to quantify the extent of poverty in South Africa as: 
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where FGTPI denotes the Foster-Greer-Thorbecke (FGT) family of poverty indices;   is the 

total population;   denotes poor people, whereas   is the poverty line and    = consumption or 

expenditure of household 1 and   , …,    <   <      …   . Finally   is a parameter that 

captures the extent of poverty aversion and is only bounding or sensitive within the poor group 

when it is greater than 1 or     1.  

The HDI is an index that uses data on life expectancy, education and income to sketch 

the extent of human development in a country. It is calculated through a two-step process, 

which involves the creation of an index which includes all the data on its three key variables 

through apportioning the performance of each variable to a value between 0 and 1, as shown in 

equation (2) (Human Development Report, 2009):  

                                                                                  (2) 

where dimension index denotes the index of each of the three variables, the actual value is the 

real observed quantity for that particular dimension and minimum value represents the minimum 

possible quantity that can be observed (e.g. in the case of life expectancy it would be the average 

life expectancy in South Africa, whereas on income it would be the minimum value of the 

adjusted GDP per capita7).  The second step is the actual calculation of the HDI by averaging 

the three variables as shown in equation 3 (Human Development Report, 2009): 

                                                               (3) 

                                                           
6
 The 2010 Human Development Report contains and presents modifications of the original indices of human 

development. Among others, Ravi Kanbur, Amartya Sen and Nanak Kwakani have also proposed improved 
measured for assessing poverty. 
7 For a detailed analysis of how to calculate the various dimensions and indices, see The Human Development 
Report (2009) Technical Note 1. 
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The HPI is a composite index which tries to bring together an aggregated evaluation of 

the extent of poverty in a community through the use of different features of deprivation in the 

quality of life. For South Africa, which is classified as a developing country, a more applicable 

version of the HPI called the HPI-1 is advisable since it combines measures of life expectancy, 

child nutrition status and access to improved water sources, and income as shown in equation 4 

(Human Development Report, 2009), thus allowing a complete understanding of the country‘s 

progress on these aspects of the HPI. 

         
 

 
   

     
    

   
 

          (4) 

Here   
  denotes the likelihood at birth of not surviving to age 40 (multiplied by 100),   

 
 is the 

adult illiteracy rate,   
  is the unweighted average of the population not using an improved water 

source and children under the weight-for-age, and here α = 3. 

 Reflecting the differences in HDI between males and females is the GDI and is 

calculated using a three step process. The first step, as shown in equation (2), entails the 

calculation of the male and female life expectancy indices and putting them together in such a 

way that any differences in achievements amongst the two groups are penalised.  In the second 

step, the equally distributed education index for each cohort is calculated and then combined in a 

way that also penalises any differences amongst the two. Finally, the third step involves the 

computation of the equally distributed income index for both sexes, after which they are 

combined to obtained the equally distributed income index, and is calculated as follows (Human 

Development Report, 2009): 

                                                                                   (5) 

 Finally, the Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM) is concerned with the opportunities 

given to women than what they can do themselves. It puts together measures of equality in 

political and economic authority and power over resources for men and women. The GEM is 

calculated by first finding the equally distributed equivalent percentage (EDEP). This is then 

followed by an introduction of a factor that necessitates the penalisation of any inequalities. On 

the last part, the careful indexing of the EDEP value by 50 (for a 50% representation between 

sexes in an ideal society) is done. This three step process is repeated to calculate all the EDEPs 

for all the three dimensions namely: parliamentary representation, economic participation and 

income.  
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As already been mentioned above, data for this study was obtained from the National Income 

Dynamics Study (NIDS) 2008 base-wave. The results of the analysis are presented in two parts. 

In the first part, we report the collective findings of income poverty analysis in South Africa - by 

race and province. The second part analyses human development, whilst the final part reports 

the comparison of economic growth and HDI, as shown in Table 38.  

a. Income poverty and growth 

 The empirical results reveal quite interesting things about the extent of income poverty in 

South Africa and how the blanket of GDP per capita is giving a benign impression of how 

poverty has devastated the poor against a healthy economic trajectory, in South Africa.  In 2008, 

the results evince that South Africa‘s income per capita stood at ZAR 1722, whereas the GDP 

per capita was ZAR 10 109. The results further reveal that in 2008, 47% of the population was 

living under the poverty line. This figure is 5% below the 1996 rating of 52% income poverty in 

South Africa – it should be noted, however, that the two datasets are not directly comparable. 

Furthermore, it appears that on average men have a better GDP per capita than women, whilst 

the bottom 20% has a paltry ZAR 842 GDP per capita. Women seem to be earning or making 

lesser incomes than men whereas the ratio of man to women on social grants is: 1: 12. There 

were more poor people in the Eastern Cape (EC) and Limpopo (LIM) – with both provinces 

having 64% of the people living below the poverty line, in 2008. At 63%, KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) 

had the second highest percentage of people living below the poverty line, with the highest 

number of people living on social grants. The GDP per capita for Whites was 8 times as much 

that of Blacks, 4 times that of Coloureds and twice as much that of Indians.  Interestingly is that 

the GDP per capita in Mpumalanga (MP), was ranked 3rd in South Africa after Gauteng (GP) 

and the Western Cape (WC).  

 The EC had the lowest amount of total income and was followed by LIM and the 

Northern Cape (NC) province. Although GP had the highest GDP per capita in South Africa in 

2008, Whites earned twice as much as Blacks, in the province, as shown in Table 1. From these 

results, it becomes clear that first and foremost, poverty has not declined as much as the 

economy has grown in South Africa. From an MDGs point of view, it is instructive to argue that 

the Republic of South Africa has not invested on the requisite aspects for beneficial economic 

growth to take place. What has happened, it appears, is the consolidation of apartheid created 

economic marginalisation and further impoverishment of the poor – benefitting those who 

already possessed the skills but further marginalising those wanting to learn. For example, 

                                                           
8 Refer to the annexure 



Page 21 of 41 
 

according to a recent study by the Solidarity Research Institute (2010a; 2010b: 3): ―illustrative of 

the decline in skills [and failure of industry to invest in skills] is the fact that in 2006 there were 3 

400 apprentices in training in the metals industry, compared to nearly 13 000 in 1982.‖ The 

report goes on to dare that: ―[t]his can largely be attributed to the abolition of the apprenticeship 

system, which was replaced by Sector Education and Training Authority (Seta) learnerships‖ 

(Solidarity Research Institute, 2010: 3). This, without doubt, would give the impression that 

economic growth has tended to favour whites more than it has Blacks and coloureds. However, 

that would not be entirely true, what it does say though is that: Blacks in 2008 still lacked the 

requisite skills and know-how to benefit from a vibrant South African economy (CDE, 2007).  

b. Human Development and Wellbeing. 

 The percentage of children under the age of five years who were underweight in South 

Africa stood at a national average of 8.2% in 2008. However, the results also demonstrate that 

13.5 % of children born of Coloured parents were mostly under-nourished. Mpumalanga 

province had the highest number of children who were under weight (12.5%) followed by the 

EC and North West provinces. Male children (4.7%) exhibited better nutritional status than their 

female (11.5%) counterparts. It is possible that in South Africa the male child still gets better 

treatment than the female child. There is also evidence of improved sanitation for males than for 

women, giving the impression of continued marginalisation for women. For example, the share 

of females who lacked access to clean drinking was 0.4% (opposed to 0.4% below national 

average for males) above the national average of 6.7%. at 23.1%, the EC province had the 

highest number of people who lacked access to clean drinking water followed by KZN with 

13.7%. Finally, 14% of the poorest 20% did not have access to clean drinking water.  

 The human development index (HDI) nutshells a country‘s development based on three 

measures as already been alluded to above. In 2009, the worldwide HDI estimates ranged from 

0.34 (in Niger) to 0.97 (in Norway), with higher values denoting superior levels of human 

development (Human Development Report, 2009). However, this study shows that the average 

HDI in South in 2008 was 0.691. Moreover, the results show that on average Black South 

Africans had a lower HDI than that of Whites, Indians and Coloureds, further confirming the 

notion that the majority Blacks are yet to see the benefits of economic growth in their well-being. 

The results further evince that the HDI for men is higher (0.693) than that of women (0.689). 

Women also have a higher (28.2) than the national average HPI-1 of 27.1 or that of men of 25.8 

% - suggesting that women are still trailing behind men in terms of well-being. The poorest 20% 

had the lowest well-being status, with an HDI at a disappointing 0.488 in 2008. Based on the 
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results of the HPI-1, South Africa‘s poorest 20% (40) had an HPI-1 of about four times as much 

that of White South Africans (10.1) or eight times as much that of the Indian community (5). 

These results suggest that the Indian community enjoys much better well-being status in South 

Africa than White South Africa and the Coloured community. However, in 2008, the results 

further confirm that for the poor, were like living in a different country than in South Africa.  

 According to the HDR (2010), countries which are more unequal tend to have less 

human development as a majority of the population tend to be locked in what can be called 

poverty enclaves, which often make it difficult for the people to realise all the facets of economic 

growth. Based on the findings of this study, this is truer in South Africa if one considers the 

differences in the national HDI of 0.691 and that for White South Africans which stood at 0.914 

in comparison to that of the poorest 20% which stood at 0.488 in 2008. For example, it was in 

only three of the nine provinces that an HDI of above the national average was realised, further 

elucidating the extent of deprivation that is being hidden by the national averages. Similarly, 

KZN had the lowest HDI, followed by the FS and EC. The huge difference in HDI between 

White and Black South Africa should be a cause for concern especially from a development 

point of view. First, it gives the impression that most Black people, especially, are yet to taste the 

benefits of economic growth. But, they further explain the high crime statistics for South Africa 

in 2008. For example, the national GDP per capita of ZAR 10 109 in 2008, concealed the fact 

that the GDP per capita for the EC was, for instance, a meagre ZAR 5 102 or that the richest 

20% were enjoying a GDP per capita which was about 7 times that of the EC (with a population 

of about 6 million) or nearly 5 times that of KZN (with a population of about 18 million people). 

A further analysis of the income per capita reveals that the poor have gotten poorer in South 

Africa, whilst the rich have gotten richer. For instance, in Gauteng, the income per capita was at 

ZAR 2688 – a figure which was almost ZAR 1000 more than the national average income per 

capita. Moreover, what is also true is that most incomes in the townships were almost four times 

below that of people living in the Johannesburg (Township Renewal Project, 2009) further 

elucidating the point that averages are hiding glaring inequalities.   

 Women and girls continue to show poor well-being figures than males. More males had 

access to safe drinking water, than females. Similarly, the HDI for men was superior than that of 

women, with women showing an HPI-1 of 2.6 greater than that of men. Females had lower 

primary school enrolment rates than men and were on the whole more illiterate. This shows that 

the progression towards a better life for women and girls is moving quite slowly, in South Africa. 

Even though, in some cases, the disparities were not as significant; the realisation of the fact that 



Page 23 of 41 
 

averages tend to hide the true story of blatant inequalities and continued marginalisation, calls for 

one to be cautious when interpreting these results. This is especially so, given the finding that 

women are most likely to live longer lives than males, past the age of forty than 60 – which can 

be attributed to a lot of factors, including stress related illnesses due to poverty and despondency 

(Heflin and Iceland, 2009). As illustration, Heflin and Iceland (2009: 1063-64) argue that it is 

possible for women to have a ―latent propensity to report symptoms of depression [and] … a 

latent propensity to report material hardship and/or low income‖ which means women suffer 

silently hence experiencing earlier deaths than men. This means that, in South Africa, the 

probability that once a male passes the age of 40 will live longer than women is 7.8% higher than 

for women. However, the percentage of children below the age of 5 who were underweight 

seemed to be higher for boys than girls.  

 It is obvious that for the holistic development of the people in South Africa, the 

government needs to re-think its development policies. The approach of ―uniform policy 

prescriptions‖ that have in the past been advocated to mop the masses out of poverty (HDR, 

2010) needs to be revisited. Especially, the idea that economic growth will yield better lives for 

all also needs to be revisited. For example, over emphasis on the GDP as a measure of 

productivity means more well-being discrepancies - as GDP is about industrial or market output 

than well-being (Stgliz et al., 2010). It is, indeed, saddening to note that from 1999 till 2007, the 

economy of South Africa grew on average at 3.4% per year and yet the government was only 

able to reduce poverty by only 5% from the 1996 national average of 52%. Certainly, this 

highlights the failure of South Africa‘s growth to yield tangible benefits for all her citizens. 

Similarly, it confirms the fact that economic growth when not powered by an investment in the 

mandatory aspects for sustainable growth in the MDGs sense, it might lead to more problems, as 

realised in South Africa in May 2008 - amidst the financial crisis. Although the South Africa 

Millennium Development Goals country report (2010) highlights the uniqueness of the South 

African milieu when it comes to development challenges for instance, the government - it 

appears – is yet to fully grasp that intellectual project from an economic policy creation point of 

view. As has been argued by Easterlin (1974), there is ―no link between a society‘s economic 

development and its average level [of happiness9]‖ (Stevenson and Wolfers, 2008: 1). This 

further confirms the fact that there is very little that a country projecting more growth can do for 

its people if it has not invested in the five development prisms of the MDGs as argued by Sachs 

(2005a). Indeed, it may well be that the current development indicators are flawed or do not tell 

the whole story in as far as the holistic development of the people is concerned.  

                                                           
9 Here happiness corresponds to social welfare or welfare at large (Easterlin, 1972: 90).  
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6. Concluding remarks 

 The paper highlighted that African countries are continually looking at economic growth 

for development ideas and by so doing, end up plunging more people into poverty. Indeed, as 

Stigliz et al. (2010: 8) observe: ―[w]hen there are large changes in inequality (more generally a 

change in income distribution) gross domestic product (GDP) or any other aggregate computed 

per capita may not provide an accurate assessment of the situation in which most people find 

themselves. If inequality increases enough relative to the increase in average per capital GDP, 

most people can be worse off even though average income is increasing.‖ This, as the results of 

this paper confirm, appears true. For instance, the current measures of economic growth, are not 

capacitated to identify exactly where people are experiencing economic or development strains 

and where, if possible, are they doing well (Stigliz et al., 2010).  

 The paper suggests that whilst the Republic of South Africa has gone a long way in 

improving human welfare, some aspects of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) remain 

behind target. It appears that poverty and inequality, in particular, remain unbearably high whilst 

the government continued with social and economic policies that emphasised economic growth. 
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EDUCATION ATTAINMNET LITERACY RATE NUTRITION  

 

Primary 

education 

enrolment 

rate 

Secondary 

education 

enrolment rate 

Tertiary 

education 

enrolment rate 

Total 

enrolment 

rates 

Adult literacy 

rates (%) 

Adult 

illiteracy 

rates (%) N 

Share of 

under-5 who 

are 

 underweight 

[%] 

TOTAL 125 113 9 87 90.6 9.4 18630 8.2 

Male 138 113 7 91 91.9 8.1 8124 4.7 

Female 113 115 10 83 89.4 10.6 10506 11.5 

Black 123 118 8 88 88.8 11.2 13988 7.7 

Coloured 132 79 5 79 92.6 7.4 3048 13.5 

India 115 106 19 82 93.8 6.2 366 10 

White 100 101 18 72 99.7 0.3 1228 6.7 

WC 126 82 7 76 95.7 4.3 2657 8.8 

EC 126 98 5 85 87.1 12.9 2287 9.4 

NC 119 106 7 86 87.6 12.4 1317 12.6 

FS 115 109 12 84 93.4 6.6 1141 6.8 

KZN 127 109 6 88 85.6 14.4 4861 4.9 

NW 93 126 12 79 87.3 12.7 1556 9.4 

GP 143 127 15 91 96.5 3.5 1928 9 

MP 111 128 10 87 90.9 9.1 1234 12.5 
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Annexure 2: Table 3. Results and Findings 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LIM 118 134 12 94 85.5 14.5 1649 8.5 

Poorest 20% 128 104 2 86 86.9 13.1 3273 9.3 

20-40% 

poorest 120 102 6 85 86 14 4059 9.1 

40-60% 

poorest 113 110 8 81 87.6 12.4 4310 7.1 

20-40% richest 111 123 11 80 91.2 8.8 4073 8.3 

20% richest 119 125 25 88 98. 5 1.5 2915 5.2 
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Table 3. Results and Findings: continued 

INCOMES 

 SANITATION 

HUMAN 

DEVELOPMENT 

INDEX 

Income per 

capita 

(ZAR) 

Converted to 

GDP per 

capita 

Share living 

below poverty 

line [%] 

All income, 

except social 

grants 

Social 

grants (All 

adults) 

Total 

income (All 

adults) 

Share of population who 

lack access to clean 

drinking water [%] HDI HPI-1 

1722 10109 47 1797 81 1878 6.7 0.691 27.1 

1856 10897 46 2734 11 2745 6.3 0.693 25.8 

1597 9372 51 1091 133 1224 7.1 0.689 28.2 

935 5489 56 1112 94 1206 8.4 0.63 31.2 

1536 9016 27 1735 55 1790 0.7 0.752 10.9 

3776 22164 9 4728 48 4776 0 0.886 5 

7607 44657 2 6293 13 6305 0 0.914 10.1 

2325 13648 23 2383 37 2420 0.2 0.76 14.4 

869 5102 64 837 104 941 23.1 0.646 23.4 

1501 8811 33 1403 69 1472 0.2 0.695 27.2 

1599 9387 46 2249 66 2314 0 0.63 37.3 

1360 7982 63 1410 119 1529 13.7 0.599 48.1 

1501 8808 43 1731 76 1807 0.3 0.677 25.5 
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2688 15782 30 2383 54 2437 0 0.806 10.2 

2029 11908 44 2410 76 2486 0.4 0.676 40.4 

1012 5942 64 1001 115 1116 6 0.677 19.3 

143 842 100       14 0.488 40 

313 1839 100 

  

  11.9 0.563 36.3 

554 3255 38.9       4.4 0.586 32.9 

1209 7095 0       2.3 0.675 22.2 

6395 37538 0       0.9 0.868 17.3 
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Table 3. Results and Findings: continued  

Estimates of life expectancy: national, gender-, race- and province-specific estimates, in years 

Life expectancy (Years)  Prob (not 3) (%) Prob(not 40) (%) Prob(not 60) [%] N 

49.5 7.9 38.8 65.8 28845 

47.8 10.3 37.1 69.1 13311 

51.1 5.6 40.2 63.3 15534 

45.2 9 44.7 73.4 22318 

62.4 1.6 14.6 44.7 4519 

76.5 0 0 28.6 495 

74.1 0 14.5 16.7 1513 

59.1 2.4 20.7 41.9 3680 

50.1 2.9 31.7 69.4 3711 

53 2.6 38.7 61.7 1972 

38.8 17.8 53.7 75.9 1694 

37.2 9.1 69.1 88.8 8155 

51.2 11.9 36.3 60.7 2374 

62.5 5.6 14.5 49.4 2638 

45.1 16 58.2 65.3 1915 

52.9 8 26.2 54.4 2706 

39.6 7.7 57.2 84.2 5652 
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45.8 5.4 51.87 74.5 5650 

44.5 7 46.25 77.8 5653 

51.2 12.6 29.33 60.4 5653 

64.9 11.1 24.05 39.9 5647 

 

 

 


