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1. Introduction 
 
Poverty is a universal phenomenon that is 
understood in many different ways. What is 
common to the different ways of understanding 
poverty is how it affects the ability of individuals 
to meet basic needs in order to live a dignified life.  
 
When Statistics South Africa released their report 
entitled Poverty Trends of South Africa: An 
examination of absolute poverty between 2006 and 
2015,1 it cast the spotlight on something South 
Africans see daily – the pervasiveness of poverty.  
 
The statistics on South Africa’s poverty levels are 
scary, and will become scarier if nothing is done. 
The Catholic Parliamentary Liaison Office recently 
hosted a roundtable, at which Isobel Frye of the 
Studies in Poverty and Inequality Institute (SPII) 
was the main speaker, on the quest for a decent 
standard of living. 
 
2. Poverty Trends 
 
According to the Poverty Trends report, 30.4 
million people (just more than half of the 
population) were living in poverty in 2015. The 
statistics also revealed that those living in poverty 
largely consist of black South African youth. Of 
these, almost 14 million lived below the 2015 
poverty line of R441 per month (in 2017 this 
poverty line is at R531). 
 
Statistics South Africa, following a cost-of-basic-
needs approach, uses three poverty lines to 
capture the different degrees of poverty in its 
reports – the food poverty line (FPL); the lower-

bound poverty line (LBPL); and the upper-bound 
poverty line (UBPL). According to Statistics South 
Africa the “FPL is the rand value below which 
individuals are unable to purchase or consume 
enough food to supply them with the minimum 
per-capita-per-day energy requirement for 
adequate health. The LBPL and UBPL are derived 
using the FPL as a base, but also include a non-food 
component. Individuals at the LBPL do not have 
command over enough resources to purchase or 
consume both adequate food and non-food items 
and are therefore forced to sacrifice food to obtain 
essential non-food items. Meanwhile, individuals 
at the UBPL can purchase both adequate levels of 
food and non-food items.”2 In 2017 these poverty 
lines are R531, R758 and R1 138 respectively. The 
statistics reveal that almost 14 million people live 
below the food poverty line; almost 30 million 
below the lower-bound poverty line and 30.4 
million below the upper-bound poverty line. That 
is – one out of four South African are considered 
food poor. According to the Poverty Trends report 
the Eastern Cape (72.9%), Limpopo (72.4%) and 
KwaZulu- Natal (68.1%) recorded the highest 
levels of poverty in 2015.  The poverty levels in the 
richer, more urbanised, provinces of the Western 
Cape (37.1%) and Gauteng (33.3%) were much 
lower. Furthermore, the report noted that not only 
did the majority (53.5%) of poor people live in 
rural areas in 2015, but the poor in rural areas 
where notably poorer than poor individuals in 
urban areas.  
 
The Pietermaritzburg Agency for Community 
Social Action’s (PACSA) Monthly Food Price 
Barometer for August 2017 starkly brings into 
focus how dire it is for most South Africans. 
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According to PACSA, a minimum nutritional food 
basket for a family of four would cost R2 392.95, 
which is almost 70% of the proposed national 
minimum wage of R3 500.3  PACSA’s food basket is 
designed to measure food price inflation as 
experienced by urban households living on low 
incomes. While the sample is concentrated on 
households in Pietermaritzburg it provides a fairly 
good picture of what transpires in most household 
with low income. 
 
What compounds the increased levels of poverty 
is the increased levels of unemployment. 
According to Statistics South Africa’s Quarterly 
Labour Force Survey, in June 37.5% or 3.2 million 
South Africans aged between 15 and 24 were 
unemployed and not enrolled in education or 
training. If the age group is expanded to include 
those between the ages of 15 and 64, the number 
of people unemployed increases to 20.8 million. 
This includes a combination of those who are 
unemployed, discouraged work seekers, and those 
that are ‘not economically active’. The statistics 
reveal that young  people, especially women, are 
the most vulnerable, resulting in a local youth 
unemployment rate that is almost three times 
higher than the rest of the global population. This 
corresponds with what the Poverty Trends 
statistics reveal: those most vulnerable to poverty 
in South African society were children aged 17 or 
younger, especially women. 
 
The link between unemployment and poverty is a 
theme recognised throughout the National 
Development Plan (NDP). To address this, the NDP 
introduced the concept of a ‘decent standard’ or 
‘decent living level’. However, it did not define this 
concept, but rather invited stakeholders to build a 
consensus about what this concept should mean. 
 
3. Achieving a Decent Standard of Living? 
 
The SPII has for the last few years embarked on a 
project to identify what the elements are of a 
‘decent standard of living’ (DSL). At the CPLO 
roundtable discussion it was acknowledged that 
determining and quantifying a uniform standard 
of living in a highly unequal South Africa is 
challenging. Critical to finding consensus on what 
should be included as elements of a DSL is an 
understanding that poverty is multi-dimensional. 
The complex, layered nature of poverty came to 
the fore when the SPII held its first dialogues.4 
When participants were asked what they thought 
were key elements to ensure a decent living 
standard, the answers were varied. While 

employment, food, and money topped the list of 
elements, participants also listed access to 
electricity, a fridge, a bath or shower, decent 
housing, flush toilets, and a means to save for 
emergencies. And even though the initial research 
was done two years ago, the elements for a DSL 
have not changed much. People still need the 
basics to live a dignified life.  
 
A DSL, however cannot be maintained without an 
income. According to PACSA, a single salary in an 
average black household needs to support about 
four people. This wage, when dispersed through a 
family of four, is calculated to be less than the 
upper-bound poverty line of R1 138.5  The 
challenge is thus to find ways to increase the 
incomes of poor families. For example, PACSA has 
been campaigning for an increase in the child 
support grant. The organisation argues that the 
grant, which is currently R380 per month, should 
be increased to R1000 to help to mitigate the costs 
of transport, domestic and personal hygiene, and 
education. PACSA also maintains that the increase 
is justified since the grant is far below the food 
poverty line of R531. 
 
Another strategy would be a basic or universal 
income grant – something that was high on the 
South African policy agenda a few years ago. It is 
currently being piloted in countries like Finland 
and Canada, while other countries have 
implemented similar initiatives. Such a grant is 
intended as a cash payment to all citizens of a 
country to avoid a poverty trap.  
 
A basic income grant can be costly, but it is not 
impossible to implement. To put it into 
perspective: if a grant of R380 (equivalent to a 
child support grant) were to be paid to all 57 
million South Africans it would cost the state 
about R21.6 billion a month, or approximately 
R260 billion a year. Currently the 17 million 
welfare grant beneficiaries account for 95% of the 
Social Development Department’s total budget 
allocation of almost R160 billion.6 It would thus 
cost the state approximately R100 billion more to 
provide a safety net to all its citizens, instead of 
just the current 17 million. The biggest challenges 
to this initiative, its proponents argue, are a lack of 
political will and the inability of the state to stop 
the outflow of cash from its coffers through 
corruption.  
4. Conclusion 
 
It is an undeniable fact all over the world that 
poverty is not a natural phenomenon, but rather a 
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result of political choices and of how those 
political choices contribute to the shaping of the 
economy. It thus follows that to arrest poverty and 
ensure that all South Africans have a decent 
standard of living requires political choices. And 
those choices should be easy to make, since our 
Constitution obliges the state to ensure that all its 
citizens live a life of dignity. Perhaps, then, South 

Africans should be starting to ask their political 
leaders why they seem to be avoiding these 
choices? 
_________________________________________________________ 
Kenny Pasensie 
Researcher  
 

 

1 The report examines abject poverty trends based on the Income and Expenditure Survey (IES) and the Living 
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2 Statistics South Africa (2017): Poverty Trends of South Africa: An examination of absolute poverty between 2006 and 
2015. Available online at https://tinyurl.com/y9crbdbk  
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https://tinyurl.com/y9rzw4mn  
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