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INTRODUCTION
In order to further deepen its contribution to the poverty reduction debate, the PSC has, as part of its 2008/09 work plan, decided to convene a series of dialogues on poverty reduction strategies and interventions. Given the current debates on poverty reduction and the specific role of the PSC in this arena, this series of dialogues was launched in order to – 
· deepen and inform the debate on poverty reduction. By entering the debate the PSC intends to send a clear message that development issues and development administration form a critical part of the work of the Public Service.  Through this involvement we hope that the Public Service will fully appreciate its role in the implementation of effective poverty reduction strategies.

· facilitate a process for formulating points for action on critical issues relating to poverty reduction. Obviously, the PSC will not base its views solely on the outcomes of the Dialogue, but these will most certainly inform its subsequent monitoring and evaluation research.

· solicit views on how the institution of the Public Service, its organisation, administration, systems and processes, should be designed to better support developmental programmes. This will help the PSC to propose measures to improve the performance of the Public Service.

· explore the avenues into which the PSC should develop its monitoring and evaluation work in order to add the most value to policy development and implementation.

The series was initially planned to consist of five dialogues covering the following five themes: Poverty and Women; Poverty, Access to Services and Xenophobia; Measurement of Poverty; Africa’s Experience with Poverty Reduction Strategies; and the Evaluation of Poverty Reduction Programmes and Strategies. Two of the dialogues, namely: Women and Poverty, and Poverty, Access to Services and Xenophobia, took place on 29 August 2008 and 20 November 2008, respectively. This year only one dialogue will be organized and it will cover the remaining three themes, namely: Measurement of Poverty; Africa’s Experience with Poverty Reduction Strategies; and the Evaluation of Poverty Reduction Programmes and Strategies. 
The dialogues should be an exchange of ideas and opinions between participants and the PSC. Three to four speakers, who, by virtue of their position and standing will have considered views on the theme, have been invited as panelists to present their views. Commissioners and other participants may then respond to or present their own views on the matter.
After each dialogue the PSC produce a concise report on the proceedings reflecting the discussions and drawing conclusions. After the three dialogues the three reports will then be collated in one publication or report.
The remaining three themes and the questions to be addressed are introduced below.
THE MEASUREMENT OF POVERTY IN SOUTH AFRICA

The definition of poverty has generated a lot of debate in South Africa in recent years. The question can well be asked whether the debates are merely academic or whether they make any practical difference. The reason for the heated debate is that poverty can be a political issue. It can be a politically contested question whether poverty went up or down during the term of office of a particular government and whether this can be ascribed to the programmes of that government. 

Nobel et al
 have shown how concepts lead to definitions and definitions to measures, and they argue that any definition should have a sound conceptual underpinning.  One of the key issues in the debate about the definition of poverty is which concepts to include in the definition. The PSC’s report on an Audit of Government’s Poverty Reduction Programmes and Projects noted that over the past two decades, the emphasis has been placed on the fact that poor people’s experience of poverty involves much more than inadequate income or consumption. Modern definitions, therefore, seek to reflect poverty’s multi-dimensional nature, and include things like “service poverty” and “asset poverty”.
 The history of the development of definitions started off with simple definitions based on a basket of goods and services that is essential for physical survival. Later, concepts such as participation (or social exclusion) were added. Participation was defined as the lack of resources to “participate in the activities and have the living conditions which are customary or at least widely encouraged or approved, in societies to which (poor people) belong.”
 The concept of capacity also assumed greater importance in the definition of poverty, and it refers to poor people’s powerlessness, inability to take decisions for themselves, lack of education and technical skills, and poor health.
 Overall, concepts that have been included over the years in the definition of poverty are among others, income, relative deprivation, basic needs, powerlessness, vulnerability, livelihoods, capabilities, well-being and ‘voice’.

These concepts have been used, not only to unpack what poverty means, but to inform discussions regarding how it can be measured. Some of the critical questions that have been raised in these debates include:
· What goods and services should be regarded as necessities? According to Khan,
 the general intuition behind poverty measurement is that 'poverty' exists when a group of people in a particular society cannot attain a 'minimum' level of well-being and the ‘minimum’ is at least partly dependent upon the prevailing standards of society. Noble et al advocate a “consensual” approach where the necessities are defined by means of focus groups and surveys amongst the population.
· Whether some absolute standard for poverty (for instance, the number of calories per day needed for healthy physical functioning) should be applied or a relative standard (for instance, the bottom 40% of the population is regarded as poor).

· Whether consumption of essentials in the basket should be measured directly or indirectly by reference to the income necessary to buy the items.
· Whether the unit of measurement should be individuals or households.
· How the statistics could differentiate between vulnerable groups like women, children, disabled people or people living in rural areas.

Given all the concepts and perspectives that are emphasised, all of which are very important, it becomes evident that the measurement of poverty will be challenging and most likely contestable.  
In 2007, National Treasury and Statistics South Africa (StatsSA) proposed that the official poverty line should be constructed as a measure of the money income required to attain a basic minimal standard of living.
 StatsSA and National Treasury proposed a single poverty line based on the minimum food needs for a daily energy requirement, plus essential non food items, calculated on a per capita basis with two additional thresholds below and above the poverty line as indicators of extreme poverty and of a broader level of household income adequacy. 

Using the 2000 IES survey data, StatsSA estimated that consuming the kinds of foodstuffs commonly available to low income South Africans costs R211 per person per month in 2000 prices to satisfy a daily energy requirement of 2261 kilocalories per person.
  Statistics South Africa and National Treasury further argued that households need other goods and services beyond food to meet basic needs; e.g. housing, electricity, medical services, etc. Based on this argument, StatsSA has attempted to estimate the non-food component of a poverty line based on the assumption that non-food items purchased by households that spend about R211 per capita can be regarded as essential, as such households forego spending on food to acquire these non-food items. The cost of such essential non-food items amounts to R111 per capita per month.
 Adding the two figures together gives a poverty line of R322 per capita per month in 2000 prices and a poverty line of R431 per person in 2006 prices. An upper bound poverty line of R593 in 2000 prices was derived based on R211 food expenditure and R382 expenditure on non-food items per capita per month.

A selection of available measures and thresholds is summarised in the Table below. 

Table 1: Rand values and poverty incidence: alternative “poverty lines

	
	Poverty line in 2000 Rands
	% of individuals below the poverty line  (2000 income and expenditure survey)

	Poverty line set at per capita expenditure of the 40th percentile of households
	R346 per capita 
	54.9%

	Poverty line set at 50% of mean national per capita expenditure
	R538 per capita 
	68.1%

	Statistics SA – lower bound
	R322 per capita
	52.6%

	Statistics SA – upper bound
	R593 per capita 
	70.4%

	“Dollar a day” - International poverty line of US$370 (1985 prices) per capita per annum
	R81 per capita
	8.1%

	“Two dollars a day” - International poverty line of US$370 (1985 prices) per capita per annum
	R162 per capita
	27.0%

	“Poverty line” implied by the Old Age Pension means test for married persons, assuming a household of 5 persons and no non-elderly income earners
	R454 per capita 
	63.4%

	“Indigence” line of R800 per household per month (in 2006 prices)
	R573 per household 
	11.7%

	“Indigence” line of R2400 per household per month (in 2006 prices)
	R1720 per household
	55.1%


However, SPII noted that South Africa should be cautious of thinking that there is one single objective measure or indicator that can satisfy all the quantitative needs involved in engaging with the reality of poverty in South Africa.
 A single objective measure would not satisfy all the quantitative needs and would not express the different dimensions of poverty (because it has a weak conceptual underpinning). 
A single poverty line does not help policy makers learn about whether people are in fact accessing the goods and services that are being provided by government. Because of different mandates departments also look at poverty from different perspectives, e.g., access to land, housing needs or food security. SPII also noted that certain government departments have begun to conceptualize and define poverty in ways that reflect different dimensions of the manifestation of poverty, with specific reference to their constitutional mandate.
Consequently SPII recommended adopting a range of tools that measure:

· Calorie based food poverty

· Expenditure based basket of extended basic needs

· Asset/capability measure

· Perception based measure

For this reason the PSC, in its Audit of Government’s Poverty Reduction Programmes and Projects, has categorized poverty reduction programmes in terms of causes of poverty, including income poverty, service poverty, asset poverty, capability poverty and social insurance.
The question remains, however, to what extent a broader statistical definition of poverty can serve the multiplicity of needs emphasised above.
This theme of the dialogue aims to discuss the following three questions:

· Is there an emerging consensus on how to conceptualise, define and measure poverty in South Africa?

· Are we developing the data series that will adequately measure poverty and at the same time meet the divergent needs of the people who design and implement poverty reduction programmes?

· Have poverty levels increased or decreased over recent years?

AFRICA’S EXPERIENCE WITH POVERTY REDUCTION STRATEGIES 

The PSC’s 2008 State of the Public Service Report
 noted that –


“The work that has been initiated (by Government) to develop and implement a comprehensive poverty reduction strategy should be accelerated. In this process, lessons and experiences from other African countries should be tapped into to ensure that the strategy and its implementation are strengthened.”

In September 1999 the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) introduced a new approach designed to increase the impact of loans and other development assistance on poverty reduction. To gain access to loan facilities, governments are required to adopt Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs). South Africa can learn from countries that have developed PRSPs.
A PRSP is expected to spell out a government’s priorities in reducing poverty and to set out the main elements of its poverty reduction strategy. A comprehensive PRSP includes poverty diagnostics based on appropriate indicators, the poverty profile of the country (the incidence, severity and distribution of poverty) and the measures that are proposed to reduce poverty. The PRSP framework also emphasises a participatory process for the development and the monitoring and evaluation of the strategy.

The PRSP framework has been criticised for being simply a repackaging of old approaches, which introduced a new level of conditionality to development assistance. It is seen as simply a recycling of previous policies of structural adjustment. PRSPs are also criticised for the fact that poverty reduction and macro-economic policy remain two unconnected goals, each with their own contradictory policies and targets. Lastly, it has been stated that, by blaming poverty on mal-governance, attention has been shifted away from the economic model, which in fact produces poverty and facilitates corruption.

Despite these reservations, much can be learned from the principles that have been outlined for the formulation of pro-poor policies. If conditionality means that donor countries expect that poverty reduction strategies and development assistance should be measured by the success of these policies, then it is difficult to challenge such conditionality. 
A key question for this theme will therefore be: What can be learned from the PRSPs developed by African countries?

THE EVALUATION OF POVERTY REDUCTION PROGRAMMES AND STRATEGIES 
In 2006 the PSC initiated a series of evaluations of poverty reduction programmes. It first conducted an audit
 of such programmes and then embarked on an exercise to evaluate projects that form part of Government’s Poverty Reduction Programme.
 The aim of the PSC was to evaluate a sample of government’s poverty reduction initiatives in order to develop an overall understanding of their efficacy. Specifically, the study sought to fulfil the following objectives: 

· Evaluate whether government’s objectives with its poverty reduction initiatives are being achieved, 

· Identify the reasons some or all of the programmes or projects were successful, 

· Assist the departments involved in this programme with their internal evaluation programmes through structured recommendations based on the outcomes of the research,

· Inform any existing evaluation initiatives in departments to enable prompt revision where required, and

· Establish a knowledge and skills base in the PSC for future similar exercises. 

Next in the series was an evaluation of the Integrated Sustainable Rural Development Programme (ISRDP) in 2008. The ISRDP is one of the key government programmes which seek to contribute towards poverty reduction. The main focus of the study was to evaluate the integration and coordination processes that were set in place in support of the ISRDP and to try to establish the relationship between such processes and the success of the ISRDP in the nodes.

Some of the findings of the PSC in these studies include the following:

· That basic administrative records on poverty projects from which useful data can be gleaned are incomplete, grossly inaccurate or do not exist at all.
· Some good practice precepts have emerged from the studies, for example, that sound project management practices should be followed, that beneficiaries should participate in the design of projects, that programmes should be aligned with local development plans and that processes should be put in place to make sure that development practitioners learn from successful projects. Some departments are also trying to adhere to specific approaches like the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach. Good practices are, therefore, emerging but should be systematically studied.
· Poverty reduction projects are many times very modest in scale and do not change local economic dynamics for them to have significant impact. Change on significant scale requires programmes that change economic dynamics beyond the boundaries of the project (for example, changing land ownership patterns). 
· The entrepreneurship required to make a success of development projects is also often not present in the community or the public service department that implements development projects. It is doubtful that the public service is structured to encourage such entrepreneurship.

In the light of the above background information, this theme will explore the following questions:

1. What is the state of monitoring and evaluation of poverty reduction programmes in South Africa?
2. Are credible evaluations of poverty reduction programmes being undertaken, and if not, what are the gaps and how can these be filled?
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