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South Africa thus faces the challenges of having to

rapidly create jobs, as jobs alone will finally help

people break out of the poverty trap. In addition,

South Africa has committed itself to creating decent

jobs, rather than just any form of employment. The

question that this paper seeks to address is what

support mechanisms exist for people who are

currently unemployed.



The ILO defines decent work as:

 “…productive work under conditions of freedom, equity, security and dignity, in 
which rights are protected and adequate remuneration and social coverage 

are provided.”

Quoting from the ILO Director General, 

 “the primary goal of the ILO Decent Work Agenda is to promote opportunities for 

women and men to obtain decent and productive work in conditions of 

freedom, equity, security and human dignity1”. 



 The EPWP’s aim is; to provide short-term work opportunities to those excluded

from the labour market. Targets for the employment of youth, women and the

disabled were set. The targets are, however, disputed with the Department of

Public Works estimates differing from those originally outlined in the Ministerial

determination.

 It is a labour-intensive programme which makes systematic use of public

expenditure to boost productive employment and to develop marketable skills

among the historically disadvantaged communities, notably women, youth and

people with disability, thereby contributing towards the national goal of

alleviating poverty



The specific objectives are:

 to draw significant numbers of the unemployed into productive work to enable 

them to earn an income and to gain education and skills within the first five years 

of the programme;

 to ensure that participants can translate the experience into either establishing 

their own business or become employed and; 

 to utilise public budgets to reduce and alleviate unemployment. 

 Four sectors are identified as having the maximum job creation potential: 

infrastructure, environment, social and economic sector programmes.

 Within the social sector, home and community-based care and early childhood 
dare specifically identified, for implementation primarily by the departments of 

Social Development, Health and Education. The workshop was seen as 

opportune, given nineteen years of post-apartheid development and the 

anticipated advent of Phase 3 of the EPWP in 2014.



Enablers:

1. Substantial public investment in infrastructure, both to create employment directly 
in construction, operation and maintenance, as well as the production of inputs, 

and indirectly by improving efficiency across the economy. 

2. Targeting more labour-absorbing activities across the main economic sectors – the 
agricultural and mining value chains, manufacturing and services. 

3. Taking advantage of new opportunities in the knowledge and green economies. 

4. Leveraging social capital in the social economy and the public services. 

5. Fostering rural development and regional integration. 



Government’s commitment: in terms of the Growth Path (NGP). ILO Decent Work Country 

Programme negotiated and agreed to at the National Economic Development and Labour 

Council (NEDLAC) that the EPWP contains the following four key priorities: 

 Priority One: Strengthen labour market governance that will contribute towards effective 
social dialogue and sound industrial relations. 

 Priority Two: Promote employment that will provide for inclusive job-rich growth and skills 

development. Strengthen national capacity for adopting labour-intensive methods in 
implementing employment-intensive infrastructure programmes. 

 Priority Three: Strengthen and extend social protection coverage that will allow access to 

better managed and more gender-equitable social security. 

 Priority Four: Strengthen workplace responses to the HIV and Aids epidemic. 

 Each programme outcome has specific, measurable outputs and whilst they are critical 

contributors towards achieving a decent work outcome they will only be truly successful if 

integrated into the New Growth Path. 



Some reflections in 2010

 Inadequate authority and coordination amongst different government 

departments, as well as the different spheres of government in charge of driving 

the programme, 

 A general lack of incentives to drive the programme, 

 A lack of additional fiscal commitments where the programme is performing well, 

 Creating a continued demand for public employment interventions in all spheres 

of government that support up scaling employment opportunities and income 

generation for those who are willing to work, 

 Ensuring that public employment programmes remain labour intensive and thus 

avoid shifting to employment methods that avoid maximum labour intensity, and 

 Developing a more uniform wage structure 



Working conditions/labour standards
In October 2010, the Department of Labour promulgated an amended Ministerial
Determination on Expanded Public Works. The wages and conditions of service for all EPWP
workers in the second phase of the programme have been renegotiated at NEDLAC and
have been set through the Ministerial Determination 4: Expanded Public Works Programme.
This is an important milestone and sets minimum conditions of service that regulate:

 Hours of work,

 Meal breaks,

 Rest periods and work on Sundays and Public Holidays,

 Sick, Maternity and Family Responsibility leave,

 Keeping adequate records of EPWP workers,

 Health and Safety and compensation for injuries, and

 Termination of services.

More importantly, the Ministerial Determination set a minimum wage of R60 per day or per
task that will be adjusted for inflation on an annual basis. Overall, rights and protection are
now offered to vulnerable workers in terms of the conditions of work that include health and
safety requirements.



Some challenges raised in 2010 that are still relevant today (and might have even worsened today)

Firstly, the labour market has insufficient absorptive capacity and thus job searches are unlikely to lead to 

full time employment in the short run, creating a growing number of short term unemployed and 

discouraged work seekers. EPWP and CWP provide alternative, albeit limited, employment opportunities 

for individuals currently not covered by the social security system. Given that it is unlikely that decent jobs 

will be created for all unemployed men and women in the short run, PWPs should continue to provide 

income to this group of people as we continue to invest in new growth trajectory. 

Secondly, The establishment of a daily minimum wage threshold for both EPWP and CWP participants is an 

important development that shifts from previous inconsistent and poor standardisation of wages and 

conditions of service. 

Thirdly, the EPWP and the CWP provide opportunities for improving community infrastructure and services. 

They build community solidarity and partnerships. The CWP, in particular, creates a sense of 74 | P a g e 

community participation and ownership in projects that is important for community development and 

growth. From a DWA perspective, the optimism and the general sense of an improved lifestyle and well-

being of participants in the EPWPs or in CWP, is very important. Whilst this has been taken into account 

when designing the CWP, the focus on enabling agency could be strengthened for all PWPs. 

Fourthly, this study laments the lack of data on household who have access to both social grants and 

public employment schemes. Improved national survey data would allow for better targeting of low 

income households. It would also enable policy makers to better assess the impact of the two 

programmes on poor households. 



Fifthly, the lack of coordination between the public employment programmes and social

grants remains a challenge that must be addressed in order to make a real impact on

household poverty. The only parts of the population eligible for social grants in South Africa

are children, the elderly and the disabled. Despite the raising of the income threshold, grants

continue to go to the poorest households in the country. Surely, it would be prudent to target

the same households with the public employment programmes. This would be of particular
importance, as unemployment amongst the 18 to 29 year olds has reached 42%29 and there

are no grants they can apply for. They are thus left with no other option but to live of the

household income, without contributing anything themselves. It is an obvious point to make

that this is a potentially very destructive situation.

Naturally, targeting households with members receiving a social grant would still leave the

question of how to reach unemployed adults in households without access to a social grant

unanswered. A more coherent and coordinated targeting strategy could be up-scaled and
would allow for public employment schemes and social grant to go hand in hand and thus

make a real difference to the poorest households in the country. A single registry would be

crucial in this respect, as this study has clearly demonstrated the lack of a comprehensive

data set that looks at PWP and grant income on the household level.



When a country has a low employment rate it implies that the country is not fully utilizing its
available human resources,

and conversely a high unemployment rate implies that many of the jobless are frustrated work-
seekers.

Countries with a relatively high employment elasticity of growth (i.e. strong capacity to generate
jobs out of growth) can potentially grow themselves out of the corner. But this is not true of South
Africa. Not only does South Africa have a below-mean employment rate and an above-mean
unemployment rate, it also has a lower than average employment elasticity of growth.

What South Africa needs to do is increase her capacity of the economy to generate new jobs by
encouraging labour-intensive sectors to expand- this is crucial, and would have significant
economic and social benefits.

The poorest in South Africa rely predominantly on grants and remittances for their survival (e.g.
Finn, 2015: 8-9).

Increasing the number of jobs, even at low wages, will have a major impact on poverty. This has
important implications for minimum wage setting. Does this imply the form that we have now as
the EPWP????

What impact has it had thus far when the overall number of intakes do not correlate with the
uptake into the labour market and with the large proportion re-entering and remaining in
unemployment.



Public employment programmes are important interventions when facing
high unemployment and poor labour absorption, as is the case in South
Africa. There are two key public employment programmes in South Africa,
namely:

 the Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP) and the Community
Works Programme (CWP). The EPWP constitutes the main programme
through which government has sought to provide short-term income
support and training to the unemployed.

 On the other hand CWP seeks to provide minimum guaranteed
employment through localized community participation and
consultation. It provides a minimum safety net.

 Is this still true going forward?

 What needs to change?



EPWP vis a vis the Minimum wage debate
 Minimum balance between social and economic considerations. South Africa’s

 extraordinarily high rate of unemployment and weak capacity to generate new 

jobs

 Out of economic growth is the key country-specific economic factor that needs

 considering when setting minimum wages. South Africa needs to pay special

 attention to what the ILO Minimum Wage Fixing Convention calls the ‘desirability

 of attaining and maintaining a high level of employment’. wages and jobs: South 

Africa’s challenge

 The ILO suggests various benchmarks for minimum wage setting but is always

 quick to insist that country-specific factors be taken into account when finding

 an appropriate 



Higher minimum wages encourage affected firms to shed lower skilled labour in order to improve average

productivity and protect profitability. In practice, firms might be able to absorb the increase without generating

job losses by improving efficiency in other ways or by tolerating lower profits (though this is likely to be the case

only in relatively protected sectors and with regard to relatively small increases in the minimum wage).

DOES THIS CREATE A POTENTIAL OPPORTUNITY FOR BUSINESSS TO AVOID THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE NMW BY

USING LOW PAID SEMI OR UNSKILLED WORKERS THROUGH THE EPWP AS A MEAN TO AVOID NMW AND THEREBY

ALSO UNDERMINE UNIONISATION AND MEMBERSHIP

PEGGING THE WORKING CLASS AND WORKERS AGAINST EACH OTHER

WHAT DOES IN MEAN IN TERMS OF INFORMALISATION AND PRECARITY VS DECENT WORK FRAME OF THE ILO AND

THE PRINCIPLES THAT FRAMED THIS PROGRAM?



Impact vis a vis the EPWP
 The primary losers are therefore young workers and women, the less skilled, and

 workers in small firms. This study concurs with the ILO that the effects are often

 modest either because of non-compliance or because minima are set at low 

levels,

 anticipating employment effects. Large increases in minima have tended to have

 substantial negative effects on employment especially when demand for labour 

was

 weak (for example, in Colombia in the 1990s) (ibid: 10).

 The primary losers are therefore young workers and women, the less skilled, and 

workers in small firms



 Other firms will be unaffected (if they are already paying more than the
minimum wage) and may even benefit from the increased purchasing power
in the hands of workers and enjoy higher sales. Employment overall could even
rise if macroeconomic conditions are propitious. Given that the impact of
minimum wages on jobs is thus highly contextual, it is unsurprising that the
international empirical literature reports a wide range of findings. Most meta-
analyses of the literature conclude that the effect on employment is typically
mildly negative (mostly for relatively unskilled workers) or neutral, and
sometimes positive (e.g. Freeman 2009, Betcherman, 2014, ILO, 2015: 59).

 For advocates of minimum wages, this somehow ‘proves’ that concerns about
job losses following the imposition of a minimum wage are misplaced.

 But as Freeman observes: ‘The evidence that employment responses are often
negligible does not mean that demand curves do not slope downwards nor
that a higher minimum wage cannot decimate employment.

 Rather, it suggests that governments set minimum wages with due
consideration to the risk that minimum can cause more harm than good’
(2009:13). Such an assessment is consistent with evidence showing that larger
employment losses are associated with larger minimum wage increases (see
DPRU, 2015) and that the primary losers are lower-skilled workers at and below
the level that the minimum wage ‘bites’ (Betcherman, 2014: 8). This makes my
point!!! Impact for workers at the lower end and for unions



The economic growth path-structural transformation?????

Dynamic considerations: the impact on the growth path Almost all of the empirical studies of the effect of minimum wages on

employment have focussed predominantly on the short-run. More recently, analysts have pointed to the longer run effect, i.e.

taking into account the way that higher minimum wages affect the growth path.

Sorkin (2015) suggests that the demand for labour might be inelastic in the short-term, but elastic in the longer-term, as employers

substitute capital for labour. Meer and West (2015) argue that minimum wages affect employment over time ‘through changes in

growth rather than an immediate drop in relative employment levels’.

Using data from the US, they found that the negative employment effect peaks three or more years after the relative increase in

minimum wages. Aaronson, French and Sorkin (2015)examined the mechanism through which firms substitute capital for labour.

They found that existing employers in the fast-food restaurant industry are unable easily to substitute capital for labour in response

to minimum wage increases, but new employers – who are typically restaurant chains – can do so.

Even over the short-term, industries adjust to changed wages through the exit of more labour intensive employers and the entry of

less labour-intensive ones. In light of this research. South Africa cant afford it. The Economist backed away from its earlier

endorsement of minimum wages, concluding that evidence of modest short-term effects might be a ‘poor guide’ to the long-

term effects of large increases.



 Macroeconomic frame

 conditions for workers under apartheid eg in construction sector was way better 

than the conditions that workers enter the sector under the EPWP especially with 

re to labour standards and working conditions

 Jobs and skills

 Decent work



The End


