
Difficult economic conditions have persisted in South Africa over the last two
decades, especially since the 2008 Global Financial Crisis. This has contributed to a
lack of job opportunities being created in the private sector. Corporations and Small,
Medium and Micro-Enterprises (SMMEs) are under pressure to maintain profits, and
thus are constantly looking to cut their labour costs. They lay off and retrench
workers, freeze hiring of new workers and do not fill vacancies. 

Since 2000, employment opportunities have been shrinking in South Africa’s three
main labour intensive industries – agriculture, mining and manufacturing. In the same
time period, the total number of jobs being created has fallen far short of the growing
number of new entrants into the labour market. Such trends began a decade before
the 2008 crisis, which has only made things worse, as has the Covid crisis. These
factors have contributed the high levels of unemployment in the country. 

In this context, the government has had to step in and introduce measures, in
particular ones aimed at providing employment opportunities. It has supported
employment growth through various interventions at local, provincial and national
levels. Over the years, longer standing Local Economic Development (LED)
interventions that indirectly aim to create job opportunities, have been supplemented
with more direct government measures. These public employment programmes and
policies have been developed and rolled out at a national level. They include the
National Development Plan (NDP) and supporting programmes such as the
Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP) and Community Works Programme
(CWP). 

At a local level, indirect interventions to generate employment have been focused on
fostering “enabling environments”. Whereby local governments centre their efforts on
creating conditions to encourage the development of businesses, big and small.
Municipalities have LED agencies that offer support for small businesses, dedicated
programmes aimed at small businesses and cooperatives, and public-private
partnership business incubation centres. It is expected that the businesses that
benefit from these interventions will in turn create employment opportunities. 
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Despite these initiatives to create jobs in a variety of different ways and across
government spheres, alarmingly high levels of unemployment persist. Overarching,
macro-economic level interventions have been aimed at promoting economic growth
by implementing measures to attract investment in the economy. The national policy
frameworks, designed around this aim, have been expected to reduce unemployment
and contribute to eradicating poverty and lessening inequality. However, such macro-
economic interventions (even when succeeding in promoting growth) have failed to
make significant contributions to reducing unemployment, poverty and inequality.

To compensate for these shortcomings, public employment programmes have been
implemented to directly supplement the creation of jobs. However, these initiatives
have their own limitations and drawbacks. The EPWP has created job opportunities by
developing labour intensive ways to deliver government services. Yet these
opportunities only provide temporary work and are low paid. Furthermore, the
experience and skills gained by the participants working in these temporary jobs are
expected to translate into employment opportunities for them down the line. However,
in most cases such expectations do not materialise. Participants tend to fall back into
unemployment once these temporary work opportunities come to an end. 

The CWP is a complementary approach to the EPWP, which is meant to provide part-
time work that is ongoing, rather than full-time, short term opportunities. This provides
participants with more predictable and sustained earnings. However, the incomes
earned remain meagre and do little to provide a safety net to those with few other
employment alternatives. There are other significant issues with both of these
programmes, including funding challenges, maladministration, and corruption.

The role that local government plays in tackling persistently high levels of
unemployment has received considerably less attention than that of national
government. While programmes such as the EPWP and CWP need to be implemented
at a local level, they remain fundamentally reliant on funding and the availability of
grants from national government. Such projects thus tend to be concentrated in the
metros or urban areas and their surrounds, where more resources can be made
available for them. 

These larger city administrations also set the trend in favouring indirect, growth-
oriented local economic development strategies as a way to tackle unemployment. The
result is that local governments across the country are under pressure to follow this
model. They tend to focus their attention on and direct their resources towards creating
enabling environments to support job creation that is led by the private sector. There
are implications to this approach. Local governments avoid committing to direct
interventions to improve job creation. They commit their resources to ensuring
businesses have good conditions in which to operate, often targeting their needs
instead of those of the poor.


