Devils in the architecture; Angels in the details?
 Towards a Civil Society Perspective on the proposed Anti-Poverty Strategy for South Africa

 “We must also make the point, very firmly, that the political settlement ,and democracy itself, cannot survive unless the material needs of the people, the bread-and-butter issues, are addressed as part of the process of change and as a matter of urgency. It should never be that the anger of the poor should be the finger of accusation pointed at all of us because we have failed to respond to the cries of the people for food, shelter, for the dignity of the individual”
									Nelson Mandel, 1990
1. Introduction
The journey to South African freedom has indeed been a long one. Having achieved the negotiated transition to democracy, the South African state and society has in the last 15 years engaged in the mammoth project of realising needs of our people, most particularly those economically exploited and excluded.
The developmental deficit has proven to be apartheid most lasting legacy. At every level of existence the apartheid capitalist system bequeathed the democratic state entrenched, systemic and reinforcing tendencies of underdevelopment, marginality and exclusion. Spatial patterns remain skewed along the apartheid capitalist topography of metropolitan centres for elites; urban squalor for the poor, and remote isolation for the rural populace without independent means of existence, starved of land and productive assets. “Surplus people” populate rural ghetto’s or live in semi-feudal conditions as farm labourers or seasonal workers, effectively indentured rural slaves to large white farm owners or agri-business.  
The gendered nature of poverty is as stark as it is shocking. African women continue to bear the ever-increasing brunt of the “human cost” for elite South African affluence, be it the children in need of care, the mine and other migrant workers returned to the rural areas in the twilight of the lives and health or the slow but steady stream of young and old sent “home” in the final stages of death attributable to the HIV pandemic. The externalised cost of the wealth for the super-rich elite must be paid - and the highest price is paid by the most poor and downtrodden.
South Africa is, by any measure, one of the most unequal societies in the world today. Education, income distribution, access to healthcare, transport, sanitation, water, electricity, shelter or productive assets reflect over-consumption and concentration of ownership by the wealthy and under-consumption and insufficiency for the poor, along the lines race, gender and geographic location. The race-class-space-gender nexus of poverty creates a complex set of challenges to the vision of free and prosperous society contained in the Constitution. The impact of the HIV/AIDS pandemic on the poor has been devastating and will be felt for many years to come. 
The absence of jobs, the limitations of the current social safety nets and the ever-increasing basic service deficit creates an urgent need for us to find workable solutions to the immediate, medium and long term factors. The impact of the current global financial crisis, while mitigated by factors such interventions as infrastructure projects associated with the FIFA 2010 World Cup, remains significant, with 1 million jobs being lost in 2009. This cyclical crisis will only reinforce the structural unemployment South Africa needs to overcome.
Addressing the poverty challenge has been at the heart of South African government policy and initiatives since 1994, with varying degrees of sustained success and impact. The two key documents recently drafted by government, under the auspice of the Presidency of the Republic, indicate a renewed mandate and commitment by government to achieve improved livelihoods for all South Africans.
The response from civil society has been, perhaps unsurprisingly, rather muted. While it has been broadly welcomed, progressive civil society has been more cautious than enthused by the content and process associated with the development of a national anti-poverty strategy for the country.
This caution may be rooted in past experience of civil society and the state relations, most notably the breakdown in relations of trust between civil society and government during and after the implementation of the GEAR strategy and antagonism associated with responses to the HIV/AIDS pandemic. The trust quotient between the state and civil society is low and in need of serious repair. 
The unanimous calls from civil society in respect of “process” and “space” confirms the need for new, more open, durable and accountable forms of engagement between government and social partners, particularly non-governmental organisations and community formations and the state. But it also articulates a larger concern:  anti-poverty initiatives are workable and effective when social mobilisation is at the centre of planning and implementation; when forms of non-state representation are respected; where partnerships are premised on independence, mutual respect and acceptance of difference; where multi-stakeholder involvement at all levels is not merely “tolerated”  or seen as “necessary” but grasped as a key principle of democratic voice which shifts existing power paradigms.
The very question of “power” – who has it, who doesn’t, why and how this can be altered – is widely viewed as not being addressed in governments framework. It is seen an Achilles heel for the realisation of an effective anti-poverty strategy by many in civil society – the politics of poverty and power cannot be ignored in framing societal efforts to unmake the conditions which produce poverty as a deliberate outcome. This approach is evidently not well understood by government, for one reason or another. Its importance for civil society is well expressed in one quotation cited approvingly by civil society groups:
“...finding responsive solutions to poverty’s multiple, overlapping causes would require sustained and engaged contributions from all stakeholders, both public and private, and especially from those who experienced those causes most directly in their day-to-day lives. Such persons were in the best position to identify and prioritize the most significant barriers, large and small, to opportunity and dignity in their own lives, to work out practicable, context specific solutions for eliminating them, and to monitor actual progress in achieving improved outcomes from the vantage of actual lived experience.  Indeed, without such first-hand, practical knowledge from below, a policy emphasis on macro or technocratic solutions from above—including such policy essentials as expanded health care entitlements, nutrition programs, job training, and educational supports—risked missing many of the most significant, if least externally visible, barriers to dignity and opportunity in the everyday lives of the poor. Worse, by ignoring their day-to-day practical impacts, it risked further entrenching them.” [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Maximum Feasible Participation of the Poor: New Governance, New Accountability, and a Twenty-First Century War on the Sources of Poverty , Tara J. Melish, undated
] 

 Analytically much of progressive civil society’s response to the Anti-Poverty Framework document has been critical. These include insights such as:
1) The situational analysis is weak if not absent;
2) The focus on multi-dimensionality dilutes rather than strengthens the focus of  the strategy;
3) The structural, systemic and causal analysis of the causes of poverty is not well understood or articulated;
4) The “end-point” or desired outcomes remain vague;
5) The road map or strategy to achieve these desired outcomes remains unarticulated – the prescription seems to be “more of the same” but simply delivered “better”;
6) The inter-governmental co-ordination and interaction both in terms of policy and implementation remains unresolved; 
These macro concerns, while strongly expressed, are however articulated alongside an urgent commitment to get to grips with issues at a “micro” or specific level. In fact civil society seems to have opted to invert the saying “devil is in the details” with a response that can be summed as “The devils are in the architecture; the Angels are in the details”. 
In other words, while there appears to be widespread criticism of the overall framework, the logic or lack thereof in governments Strategy Framework (“Devils”), there is significant optimism and openness about engagement on the specific and immediate poverty challenges (“Angels”).It seems that overwhelmingly civil society wishes to have engagement at the level of the specific, sectoral, issue or locality; while naturally reserving its right to contest the macro framework. CSO’s seem to require a national mechanism to protect their “critical” voice while simultaneously engaging across the spheres of government on implementation of various initiatives. 
It would be tempting but divisive and ultimately counter-productive for the state to use its position of power only to speak to those prepared to endorse its efforts wholesale. Opting for pliant, uncritical “civil society” voices happy to endorse all manner of neo-liberal and World Bank prescriptions that only, ultimately, deepen poverty, will be a monumental error in judgement and vision on the part of government officials. If the state wants (as it indeed requires) effective social mobilisation against poverty it is exactly the critical voices which should be heard, listened to and engaged constructively with.  The process thus far reflects that the temptation for state officials to engage in behind the scenes decision-making with “collaborative” civil society and donors, presenting accomplished facts to wider invited audiences, has won out over the clear and logical need for inclusivity and transparency.
2. Governments Proposed Anti-Poverty Framework
The challenge of addressing poverty remains a key national and political priority. In South Africa the post-Apartheid Constitution created a justiciable rights based legal framework in respect of socio-economic and other entitlements. In addition the democratic government adopted an ambitious plan for development in its Reconstruction and Development Programme. 
It cannot be said that the democratic state failed to prioritise anti-poverty policies, as reflected in some of the key policies since 1994:
	South African Poverty Reduction Policies and Programmes
	Date

	· Formulation of the RDP
	1992 – 1994

	· Adoption of the RDP as Government Policy, Enactment of the RDP
	1994 – 1996

	· Announcement of the Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) Policy
	1996

	· Growth and Development Summit 
	 2003

	· Formulation and adoption of Accelerated and Shared Growth Initiative
· (AsgiSA)and the Joint Intervention for Priority Skills Acquisition (Jipsa)
	2006

	· Adoption of the National Spatial Development Perspective
	2006

	· Announcement by Cabinet of the formulation of the  National Anti-Poverty Strategy Framework
	February 2007

	· Civil society (business, labour, faith based organisations and ngo's) unofficial, preliminary engagement with the Strategy 

· Announcement of government Apex Priorities, including the War on Poverty Initiative

· State engages multi-sector stakeholders in conjunction with a donor, Southern Africa Trust, to achieve a “social compact” on APS
· September 2009 version of the Conceptual Framework of the Anti-Poverty Strategy released
· Provincial Consultation held on APS 
· Vision 2009- 2014 released government

	December 2007 –ongoing to present
February 2008 – ongoing to present 

July 22 2009 –

September 2009

October 2009-
November 2009



This list is obviously not exhaustive nor in any way comprehensive. At departmental level government has undertaken wide ranging policy initiatives such as improved social security provision and reform, enhanced access to free basic education and free basic services, school nutrition programmes, land reform and restitution processes, etc., etc. The state has at times argued that the entirety of its programmes constitute an anti-poverty strategy, requiring only greater and more cohesive implementation.
However, according to the Public Service Commission (PSC, 2007): 
"What precisely constitutes government’s poverty reduction programme at this point in time appears somewhat fluid, in the sense that different statements package the elements differently, sometimes omitting one and including something else, and so forth. To some, this is evidence of a lack of coherence in government’s anti-poverty strategy: The government has clearly embarked on a series of key policy initiatives over the past few years to address the country’s vast socio-economic challenges. However, what is striking is the lack of a clear and comprehensive anti-poverty plan. Even though South Africa is exempt from adopting a Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP), the country, it seems, could do with a comprehensive national anti-poverty strategy, as opposed to relying on disparate sets of policy programmes and initiatives to address the problems and challenges. (South African Human Rights Commission, 2006, p.9)'
On the part of civil society organisations there have been calls, since 1999 and sporadically after then, for government to adopt a national anti-poverty strategy with the dimensions very much contained in the State of the Nation Address in 2007.
Without over-stating the case, it is worth reflecting the findings of the PSC (PSC, 2009) 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 short the previous and current policy and implementation framework has failed to meet the poverty challenge. The Anti-Poverty Strategy Framework has drawn valid criticism as being neither a strategy, nor indeed a meaningful framework, skirting rather addressing the most obvious and pressing concerns of the South African reality.   From international experience answering the question as to “why a national strategy ”  requires real and meaningful engagement by policy makers, as this shapes not only the strategic focus but the time-frame, mechanisms, targets and monitoring which should be put in place. 
The most recent document released (Towards an Anti-poverty Strategy for South Africa -2009-2014, November 2009) by government reflects some issues and matters of concern for civil society.  This does mean that the assessment or conclusion reached by government is identical to that of civil society or the same approach as that of civil society has been used. Detailed exploration on implementation, plans and mechanism are not yet resolved, but this must be seen as part of an on-going process of engagement and contestation. The presumption by government that the key rights based interventions can occur outside of or perhaps somewhat lagging behind systemic and structural interventions is open for debate. It is however unlikely that civil society will find short-term trade-offs sufficient grounds to accept deferred interventions on the medium to long term challenges.  Short-term interventions which involve civil society seriously must of course be welcomed but a “band-aid” approach to the crisis of poverty serves no ones interests.
Some specific issues remain outstanding:
· The role of local government, and more specifically the failure of local government and how these will be addressed (currently this is viewed by government as a crisis of rural or poorer resourced municipality – there remains a gap between governments assessment and civil societies view that local democracy per se is in crisis and in need of a radical overhaul).Institutional coherence between spheres of government, departments and State institutions also need to be addressed if programmes are to be better co-ordinated;


· The acknowledgement of internal migration patterns and hence the need to have systems which address the portability of rights between locality and across geographic space and between spheres of government remains a concern to civil society groups and this relates in particular to the meaning and intent of a single system of government in which access to healthcare in one locality can be available to people once they have moved to another area;

· The challenge and means of redressing inequality remains a key point of difference between civil society and government – this is keenly expressed on questions of rural development and land – where civil society is demanding radical and immediate measures that address the structural nature of rural underdevelopment including a departure from the “willing seller/willing buyer” model in favour of land expropriation and redistribution with the required levels of state support for small farmers and peasants as well as rural co-operatives in the form of state loans, market regulation, technical assistance and so forth;

· Some concern must remain in respect of governments attachment to the EPWP programme as it currently exists – the principle of public works is widely shared, however evidence in respect of the EPWP is not reliable and the continued belief in what it  is potentially capable of achieving is possibly a fatally flawed intervention and may prove to be an incorrect use of resources when we can least afford to waste them;

· The CWP programme that does seem to succeed appears to be being kept under wraps given the cost implications of its roll out – we need to have transparency about objectives of the EPWP in respect of whether it does succeed in getting people into jobs or whether its only real success is getting income to the poor;

· An improved appreciation in respect of “target groups” is to be welcomed – but the real challenge of “targeting” remains one of accurate administrative data within an integrated system of knowledge management across all spheres of government and harmonising targeting with the overall strategies against poverty so as not to introduce or re-enforce stigmatisation. The state must however acknowledge as a point of departure that the constitutional rights are universal;

· The integration of access to information and the enforcement mechanism for administrative justice as a central tenant of public accountability by people over state officials at all levels of government – the neo-liberal management tools with an emphasis on “performance as targets, people as clients”  as reflected in the PFMA and other GEAR-ite legislative and administrative dictats must be seriously reviewed to return to a paradigm of the people-centred development state – they neither prevent corruption nor advance efficiency, they simply stifle creativity and prevent real accountability;

· The need for government acknowledgement, recognition and support for small micro traders and emerging small farmers (so-called 2nd Economy) as integral part of the livelihoods of the poor and the absence of detailed support to this sector by all spheres of government;

· The limited recognition of climate change and its impact on livelihoods, and related challenges of safe and clean energy, access to water and sanitation as well as a clean and safe environment remain areas of grave concern to civil society which are not as high up on governments agenda as many would like to see;

· The spatial question of re-imagining the Apartheid landscape – both urban and rural – and the institutional geo-political changes required to achieve this remains outstanding;

· What specific emergency measures in respect of HIV/AIDS are to be taken? The AIDS pandemic is perhaps under-appreciated as a factor poverty and its impact in undermining state provision of other entitlements;


· The need to introduce several macro-economic interventions such as a wealth tax, exchange controls and alignment between industrial, trade, social and anti-poverty policies as well as the examination of the feasibility of anti-trust legislation. In particular it is necessary to fast-track government’s proposed reforms in respect of national health insurance and social security, including proposals for basic income support measures.

· The crisis in education remains a significantly under-articulated, understood and addressed concern. The education crisis is a recurring concern for civil society and not merely one in respect of “skills” or “human capital”, as expressed by government – but education as learning, as culture and “philos”, as the critical intervention to reduce poverty.








































3. Conclusion

Civil society recognises the development of an Anti-Poverty Strategy and institutions which support it as having significant and potentially far-reaching positive impacts on the war on poverty. The Anti-Poverty Strategy must be an effective rallying call to society as a whole to prioritise the rights, objectives, goals and aims articulated in the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa and in our commitments under international law, such as the Millennium Development Goals. More than this however, an Anti-Poverty Strategy must make it clear that poverty and its concomitant social ills are not natural or God given/self-inflicted/ undeserving states – they are the product of human actions. As a society, redressing the imbalances and achieving a minimal decent standard of life for all our people cannot be a distant goal but must be an immediate objective. Working together we can achieve it. Our social fabric cannot stand much more delay; its tears are widening with little clear indication of hope or change by our leaders.

To this end it is vital that the National Colloquium should not be another talk-shop where pledges and promises are made. It must not to be treated as an event for politicians and bureaucrats to make media sound-bites and press release or lecture the poor.  

The actual Anti-Poverty Strategy cannot be adopted or endorsed by progressive civil society at the Colloquium given the serious limitations of the national and provincial consultative process. However, we call on Government to adopt a draft strategy for its own planning and institutional processes, which it can present and refine in a new National Council on Poverty, beginning it work in immediately.

The National Council on Poverty, headed by the Deputy President, must be an inclusive, multi-stakeholder structure. In particular it must have representatives of Civil Society Organisations, with particular emphasis on credible representative organisations, as well various experts and technical persons, social movements and labour federations. The National Council on Poverty should be empowered to establish various sectoral or issues based working groups and task teams. In particular, given South Africa’s commitment to the SADC Protocol on Poverty and Development Observatory, which is envisaged as a multi-stakeholder initiative, it would appear most apt to mandate the National Council on Poverty to oversee the tasks of the Poverty and Development Observatory, and facilitate government’s report to SADC accordingly.

The National Council on Poverty requires an effective, inclusive multi-stakeholder secretariat based in the Presidency and working closely with the National Planning Commission and the Minister in Presidency in charge of Monitoring and Evaluation. The Secretariat must fast track and scale-up the co-ordination efforts of the War Room on Poverty, and facilitate inclusion of the State-owned enterprises, institutions in support of democracy and development partners in these efforts. It should report, via the Deputy President, to the Inter-ministerial Committee on Poverty, Cabinet and ultimately Parliament and the people of South Africa. The National Council on Poverty must be headed by the Deputy President and should hold an annual public review of the progress made towards meeting the Anti-Poverty Strategy goals, projects and targets. 

An inclusive multi-stakeholder National Council on Poverty must be tasked with refining the modalities and specifics of the Anti-Poverty Strategy action plans, targets and projects. It must also apply itself to the identification and development of mechanism of popular participation of people in the implementation as well monitoring and evaluation on an on-going basis of the Anti-Poverty Strategy. Little applied thought has been produced to guide and assist the institutions of state as to how to engage communities in policy development, implementation and monitoring. Communities grow more frustrated with process of state which promise much but deliver little at the end of the day. In conceptualising and implementing the Anti-Poverty Strategy conscious efforts should be made to experiment, document, learn and analyse which sorts of processes and institutions best give effect to participative democracy as envisaged in the Constitution.

Under the auspices of the National Council on Poverty, a “Special Inquiry into Inequality in South Africa: Causes, Effects and Remedies” should be initiated to analysis, assess and make recommendations to be fed into the Anti-Poverty Strategy in respect of addressing inequality in South Africa. In 1998 government undertook a study which resulted in the Poverty and Inequality Report. The report unfortunately languishes on the shelves of academics and some policy makers. If poverty and inequality in the South African context are indeed interrelated meaningful information must be gathered on the causes, drivers and ever-changing dynamics between the two. Bold thinking is required to break the forces of inequality so that they do not continuously erode our anti-poverty efforts. 

Lastly, a National Development Summit should be called jointly by Civil Society Organisations and the National Council on Poverty, the National Development Agency, the Presidency and the National Department of Social Development. The Development Summit must create a platform for development partners, international development agencies and corporate social responsibility representatives to be presented with the Anti-Poverty Strategy and engaged on mechanisms for supporting civil society and contributing and aligning their programmes and activities to those of the Anti-Poverty Strategy and the needs of civil society. 
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