Engaging for Change: A Civil Society Anti-Poverty Strategy Platform

Problem Statement 

The South African government is in the final stages of drafting a proposed Anti-Poverty Strategy. The labour and community component within the social partners, including NGOs, trade unions, social movements and the faith based sector, lack considered, informed and coherent perspectives as to how best to respond and engage with government’s planned strategy. 

As the government strategy envisages multi-stakeholder partnerships, it is both necessary and possible for civil society to impact significantly on the content, process and implementation of the Anti-Poverty Strategy. In order for this to happen, co-ordinated and coherent preparatory work is required to develop appropriate responses, options and actions on the part of the labour and community constituencies.  If the opportunity to participate is not to be reduced to formalities within “invited spaces” but instead achieves genuine social dialogue, civil society mobilisation needs to be dynamic and qualitatively different from previous modes of engagement. 

Background and context

It is anticipated that by February 2010 the President will announce a national Anti-Poverty Strategy for South Africa.  By that time the consultative process with social partners is scheduled to have been concluded and the strategy will have been placed before the National Economic and Development Council (NEDLAC) for consideration. 

The Anti-Poverty Strategy has been divided into two inter-related frameworks. The first element seeks to achieve a minimum standard of living for all, which is the focus of the Anti-Poverty Strategy in the period reaching 2014, by which time access to basic necessities such as housing, education and basic infrastructure will have been attained. The second element of the strategy is devised as the long term vision for social and economic development (Vision 2025) which will address the underlying structural factors promoting poverty and exclusion, including challenges such as inter-generational poverty, poverty traps and the spatial dimensions of poverty.

The APS, the manner of its implementation and its impact on government policies and institutions, may have very significant outcomes for the country in the immediate and the long term. The focus on the poverty and development challenges placed on government may result in important shifts in the way government intervenes in poor households and communities. 

Of the social partners, community and labour are most disadvantaged in making effective and strong recommendations into the Anti-Poverty Strategy within such a contracted time period.  NGOs, trade unions, social movements and faith-based organisations lack the resource base to capture and consider options for alternatives, concrete actions and partnership proposals, as well as the type of multi-stakeholder forum it would like to see drive the implementation and the monitoring and evaluation of the Anti-Poverty Strategy.

It is somewhat ironic that civil society finds itself such a weakened position as it was the (then) umbrella body of NGOs, SANGOCO, which launched the call for anti-poverty strategy in 1999. Ten years later, as government prepares to introduce the strategy it called for, NGOs find themselves generally over-stretched, narrowly focused on specific areas of work, with weak networks and limited intellectual and social mobilising capacity. Similar analyses may be made of the general policy capacity of trade unions and the faith based organisations.  

This apparent weakness contrast starkly with the leading role played by civil society organisations previously, such as:

· The Reconstruction and Development Programme (1993 -94)

· The Presidential Job Summit (1998)

· The Poverty and Inequality Report (1997-98)

· The Poverty Hearings (1998)

· The Taylor Committee of Inquiry (2002)

· The Peoples Budget Campaign (1999-  )

· The Growth and Development Strategy (2003)

A number of civil society organisations have expressed a willingness to contribute to spearheading the strategic thinking on content and the necessary thinking of subsequent inclusive involvement of other stakeholders who should be engaged in this thinking.  This Civil Society Working Group proposes, within the very limited time period ahead, to:

1. Commission three strategic discussion papers

2. Host one national workshop of key representative organisations

3. Produce a synthesis report 

In order to facilitate an effective platform for civil society organisations it is proposed that a two day national conference of 20 representatives from key organisations, sectors and networks is hosted.  It will consider and interrogate three key papers:

· The SA Poverty Challenge: Critique and Review of Government’s APS

· The Participation Challenge: Modes, methods, structures and processes of engagement

· Global Lessons for Local Action: Lessons from international experiences

Agenda and detailed programme follow
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