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1. Introduction 
 
Statistics South Africa’s (Stats SA) latest quarterly 
labour-force survey, released in November,1 did 
not make for good reading. South Africa’s 
unemployment rate is now at a world record high 
of 34.9% – that is about 14.3 million of the 
working-age population. If the expanded 
definition of unemployment is used (this includes 
discouraged jobseekers) the rate stands at 46.6%. 
Youth unemployment (15- 24 year olds) is 66.5% 
in the narrow definition, and 43.8% for the 25-34 
age group. 
 
What springs to mind looking at these statistics is 
the Presidential Employment Stimulus (PES), 
which was launched in October 2020 with the 
promise of creating employment as a 
counterweight to the devastation that the COVID-
19 pandemic is wreaking on the economy. An 
initial reaction would be that this initiative hasn’t 
done very well – more people, especially the 
youth, are out of jobs. This briefing will look at 
what the PSEP is and how it has fared thus far. 
 
 
2. The PES’s Nuts and Bolts  
 
The PES, which is co-ordinated by the Project 
Management Office (PMO) in the private office of 
the President, was designed to expand public and 
social employment. This also meant protecting 
existing jobs in vulnerable sectors while 
supporting enterprise opportunities. The 
programme’s main strategy is economic recovery. 

Phase 1 of the programme had a budget allocation 
of R14 billion. This phase began in November 
2020 and lasted for a year. The employment 
programmes were designed and funded for 
implementation with immediate effect. Phase 2 
started in November of this year.  
 
‘Social employment’ is the buzz-phrase 
accompanying the PES. Kate Philip, who is the 
Programme Lead for the PES, argues that the 
phrase’s intention “is to foreground the hard work 
already being done by civil society organisations 
to enable community-driven solutions to local 
problems. The work being undertaken takes many 
forms, from community safety initiatives to food 
kitchens, urban agriculture, early childhood 
development and the fight against gender-based 
violence. It enables dance, drama, public art, sport 
and the full gamut of activities needed to feed the 
soul even in the face of hunger and other 
deprivations.”2  
 
Thus, through the social employment strategy, 
government is not trying to reinvent the wheel but 
rather to invest in the work that communities and 
civil society are already doing, such as after-
school-care, urban farming, recycling, etc. Kate 
Philip puts it thus: “Core to the social employment 
approach is the recognition that unemployed 
people in communities are a powerful resource for 
development, and that even where labour might 
not have a market value, it has – and can create – 
social value. More to the point: even where 
people’s labour may have no market value, people 
have value – and have value to offer to their 
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communities, through their actions and 
engagement.” 
 
 
3. Phase 1 
 
It is estimated that more than half a million people 
have already benefitted from the first phase. 
Participants were given the opportunity to earn a 
livelihood, learn new skills and upgrade existing 
ones, and to use their experience as a springboard 
to get another job or to self-employment. 
 
In a government briefing in October 2021,3 it was 
announced that during the first phase “more than 
550 000 jobs and livelihoods had been supported”. 
What was impressive about this phase was the fact 
that 84% of the participants were younger than 
34, and two-thirds of these were women.  
   
Employment was created through various 
programmes across multiple departments in all 
nine provinces. One of these programmes, 
implemented by the Department of Basic 
Education (DBE), created employment 
opportunities for a total of 319 091 education and 
general education assistants between the ages of 
18 and 35. More than 900 000 applications were 

received for the 200 000 Education Assistant and 
100 000 General School Assistant positions. In 
addition to these employment opportunities, the 
DBE said that more than “25 950 School Governing 
Body (SGB) funded posts in public and 
government subsidised independent schools were 
saved. These posts came under threat due to 
schools experiencing financial distress, as a result 
of parents not being able to pay school fees, 
because of the economic devastation of COVID-
19”. The programme’s aim was to “use direct 
public investment to create opportunities for 
employment and to provide support to workers 
negatively impacted by the effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The programme will continue in Phase 
2, offering 287 000 job opportunities.”4  
 
Through its Welisizwe bridge-building project, the 
Department of Public Works recruited 496 
engineering graduates (52% of these were 
women) to work on projects to build bridges in 
rural areas. Thus far bridges have been built in 
KwaZulu-Natal and the Eastern Cape.5 
  
In addition to the Departments of Basic Education 
and Public Works initiatives, other departments 
also had successful programmes. The details are 
contained in the table below.6 

 
 

Department Programme Opportunities Budget 
(R’000) 

Progress 

Social Development Income support & 
registration support for 
the ECD sector. 
Retention & 
recruitment of social 
workers 

111 142 588 728 Awards for 23 079 ECD workers 
have been finalised. Over 25 000 
applications from ECD facilities were 
received, for support grants to more 
than 125 000 ECD workers. 1076 
social workers are at work 

Agriculture, Land 
Reform and Rural 
Development 

Subsistence Producer 
Relief Fund, providing 
input vouchers to 
vulnerable small-scale 
farmers 

74 626 1 000 000 50 924 vouchers for production 
inputs to farmers issued. 1 464 
agricultural graduates employed to 
do site verifications of applicants 
across all provinces. 

Environment, 
Forestry and 
Fisheries  

Investing in the 
environment and 
natural resource 
management through 
public 
employment 

50 311 1 983 000 Public employment programmes in 
Natural Resource Management and 
run by entities such as SANBI & 
SanParks have scaled up, reporting 
31 926 jobs. A number of other 
programmes have experienced 
procurement delays and are still in 
recruitment. 

Transport Provincial roads 
maintenance 

37 079 630 000 Work on rural roads has begun in all 
provinces except KZN and FS, where 
planning is being finalised. 10 245 
jobs reported to date. 

Sports, Arts and 
Culture 

Support for the 
creative, cultural and 
sport sectors 

34 070 665 000 The National Film & Video 
Foundation has issued over 200 
awards in the film and video sector. 
The National Arts Council approved 
grants in excess of its budget and 
was forced to recall these, creating 
serious challenges for the sector. 
Action is being taken against those 
responsible, and funds have now 
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been reallocated to all approved 
applicants. 

Cooperative 
Governance  

Municipal 
infrastructure 
maintenance 

25 000 50 000 The Municipal Infrastructure 
Support Agency will capacitate & 
support 15 municipalities to adopt 
labour-intensive methods in the 
delivery of infrastructure 
maintenance projects, leveraging 
funds in the Municipal Infrastructure 
Grant. This will roll out in the next 
financial year because of municipal 
infrastructure planning cycles. 

Trade, Industry and 
Competition  

Global business services 
sector development 
incentives 

8 000 120 000 The Global Business Services 
incentive programme has exceeded 
its target, supporting incentives for 
10 245 jobs since October 2021. 

Health Expanding enrolled and 
auxiliary nurses 

5 531 180 200 5 118 enrolled and auxiliary nurses 
have been appointed from existing 
databases of unemployed 
professionals. 

Science and 
Innovation 

Graduate programmes 
at the HSRC, WRC and 
CSIR 

1 900 44 999 The department is supporting a 
range of programmes targeted at 
young science and social science 
graduates.  

         
        Adapted from the PESP March progress report. 
 
 
4. Phase 2 
 
The biggest investment in this phase is the 
introduction of a R800 million Social Employment 
Fund (SEF), under the auspices of the Department 
of Trade and Industry, and managed by the 
Industrial Development Corporation. It is 
expected that at least 50 000 work opportunities 
will be created in the initial stage. The programme 
will support those working in, amongst others, 
community safety, healthcare, ECD, greening and 
bettering public spaces, as well food and nutrition 
security.  
 
One of the criteria for accessing the SEF and 
becoming an implementing partner is that 
potential partners must be able create work for at 
least 1 000 participants within the first quarter of 
implementation. It is important to note about job 
opportunities under the SEF that they will be part-
time – providing participants with at least two 
days of work per week (similar to how the EPWP 
works). In his weekly open letter to the public, 
President Ramaphosa said recently that the part-
time nature of the work will allow for more 
participation and income security over a longer 
period. He further stressed that participants will 
have the “time to develop the structure, skills and 
networks associated with participation in work”.7 
  
A number departments will also continue and 
expand the initiatives started under Phase I. These 
include programmes under the following 
departments: Basic Education; Agriculture, Land 

Reform and Rural Development; Forestry, 
Fisheries and the Environment; Social 
Development; Science and Innovation; and Health. 
  
A number of new initiatives have also been 
introduced. The Presidential Youth Employment 
Intervention (PYEI) has a number of programmes 
attached to it:8 
 

 The establishment of the national 
pathway management network under the 
auspices of the Department of Labour 
which is designed to stimulate the 
“creation of opportunities for young 
people, identify and address barriers, and 
link young people to opportunities and 
support the revitalisation of the national 
youth service, and a new model of skills 
training for unemployed youth linked to 
employment”.  
 

 Piloting a new model of skills 
development where training is linked 
directly to employment in priority growth 
sectors of our economy. This pilot will be 
managed by the DBE and “will support the 
creation of 4 500 training and job 
opportunities for young people who will 
be placed in the export segment of the 
Global Business Services sector and into 
SMEs in the ICT supply chains”. 

 
 In partnership with the Department of 

Women, Youth and Persons with 
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Disabilities and the National Youth 
Development Agency (NYDA), the 
National Youth Service will be revitalised. 
The target is to support 35 000 young 
people by restructuring the Presidential 
Youth Services Programme that will 
support a 16-hour a week work 
opportunity. 

 
 A Youth Enterprises Fund will be 

established with the National Youth 
Development Agency (NYDA) as its 
implanting agent, which will build its ‘1 
000 SMEs in 100 days’ programme. 

 
Other new initiatives include: 
 

 A pilot phase of a Broadband Access Fund 
which will provide a connection subsidy 
and support connectivity to 50 000 
households. 
 

 Placement of 3 000 graduates in 
universities to apply their skills in their 
fields of study. 

 
 The Municipal Infrastructure Support 

Agency will experiment with cutting edge 
alternatives to tackle the challenge of 
solid waste in 25 municipalities, targeting 
85% rural municipalities. Recycling 
options and revenue generation 
opportunities will be explored for 

community co-operatives. The target is to 
create 11 818 jobs in the process and 
support 100 small enterprises. 
 

 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
It is difficult to read through the progress report of 
Phase 1 of the PES and not be impressed by the 
well-structured programmes and the fact that 
many of them have reached their targets. Phase 2 
also looks like its programmes may well be 
successful. Yet it is worrying, despite the successes 
thus far, that the unemployment figures keep 
rising. The exasperating question lingers: What 
more needs to be done? There are also the 
questions of long these jobs will last, and how 
much of a dent it has made in the unemployment 
rate? From latest unemployment figures one can 
argue that phase 1 didn’t have much of an impact. 
 
Perhaps the answer lies in what Kate Philip 
proposes: “Right now, the Presidential 
Employment Stimulus provides us with a unique 
sandbox for innovation in the use of public 
employment to create real social value for 
participants and communities alike. Can we seize 
the opportunity the Social Employment Fund 
creates, and use this development instrument to 
co-create a different kind of music? Can we dance 
to a different tune, in new forms of partnership — 
learning new moves as we go? Let’s try.”  

 
 
 
Kenny Pasensie 
Project Coordinator 
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