ANTI - POVERTY POLICIES

The South African government is in the process of eliciting comment on its draft anti - poverty Strategy Framework.  The initiative is to be welcomed given the severe depths of poverty and inequality in South Africa.

Poverty and inequality can only be successfully reduced and eventually eradicated through a combination of linked up policies and interventions by all tiers of government PLUS the collaboration of communities, business and the other social partners.  Current South African social and economic policies are still very fragmented, despite various attempts by the state to break this down, through, for instance, the development of the cabinet and government clustering.  Fragmentation raises questions of ownership and territory (including uncertainties about the locale of political leadership and accountability).  It also reduces the necessary multiplier effect that good linked up policies seek to achieve.

Poverty and inequality in South Africa are unarguably structural rather than cyclical, and are triangulated with extremely high levels of unemployment, compared to both developed and developing countries.  But poor cannot be viewed as an homogenous group, and policies need to be developed to take this into account.  Gender, race, spatial location and human development are just a few of the dynamics that affect the impact of poverty on poor people.

If we accept the structural nature of poverty in South Africa, we must also accept that poverty is not the result of a pathology of the poor themselves.  Self agency must however be encouraged, and it is to that end that we believe the importance of having a multi-stakeholder standing committee to oversee, develop and guide the finalisation and implementation of a national anti-poverty strategy will determine a process that is not solely state-centric.

Many states and many countries across the world have developed anti-poverty strategies and others have adopted “development plans”.  In addition, Highly Indebted Poor Counties in the developing worlds are obliged through the International Financial Institutions to develop and adopt Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers.  The role of broader society in owning and monitoring the implementation of these strategies is deliberately central to these processes.

Anti - poverty strategies must include a combination of safety nets and springboards.  These can be initially summarised as follows:

	Safety Net
	Springboard

	Safe and affordable housing
	Education, including Early Childhood Development



	Income security/ supplementation for those in vulnerable and low paid employment
	Further education, vocational training and active labour market policies

	Income replacement for those beyond the labour market (including people living with disabilities and retirement provisions for the elderly)
	Accessible, high quality healthcare

	Special needs
	Access to productive finance, and support for business initiatives, access to markets, protection against confiscation of goods etc.

	Income replacement for unemployed able bodied adults (social assistance and unemployment insurance)
	Building assets, including homes.

	Basic services, including transport
	One stop government shops/ community advice offices

	Labour Legislation, including minimum wages, bargaining councils etc.
	

	Regulation around competition, food prices etc.
	

	Consumer protection and consumer debt advice
	


This is a dynamic rather than a static continuum, and so for instance, housing is both an asset and part of a comprehensive safety net.  Some of the policies listed under the springboard side also demonstrate that the role of the state can be active (in other words the agent of delivery) and also regulatory, and that of an enabler to provide people also require points of information and advice as enabling them to benefit from other policies.

A year long study of the UK policies against poverty and social exclusion
 in 2001 raised the following points of concern/ critique of UK policies which are salient in considering aspects that might strengthen the current draft strategy in South Africa:

1. Poverty cannot be overturned by stealth, or invisibly.  There needs to be a national mobilisation towards a common political and social goal, not done incrementally or apologetically.

2. A successful strategy needs to begin with an explicit and clearly articulated vision of the kind of society that is desired.  Targets assess progress in achieving the vision, but the vision needs to be clearly set out.  This also assists in getting national buy-in.  This vision must however be expressed positively rather than negatively – what a country without poverty will be characterised as, rather than what it will not be.

3. Not all work is decent work.  Income supplements by the state might be necessary if a strategy is to try to get everybody into a job as a first point of development.

4. Obtaining participation by low income and poor people in the development of the final policy and the monitoring and evaluation of its implementation is essential.  Many bodies, including the World Bank (World Development Report on global poverty), acknowledge the value of involving people living in poverty in making decisions that will have a direct impact on their lives.

5. There needs to be transparent and empirically based awareness of what constitutes the minimum living standards
 that the policy will strive to obtain for everybody, with specificities detailed such as minimum food standards, minimum income standards and minimum service standards.  This will mean that everybody will be aware of their rights, and thus more assertive in overcoming whatever obstacles exist to achieving these.

6. Terminology is important.  Thus, “Income adequacy standards” provides a far more positive message than “Poverty Line”, including recognising that poverty is both absolute and relative.  Likewise a policy for “social inclusion” has a more positive message than “anti-poverty” or “anti-exclusion”.

An important analysis in the report was that no government can be expected to address poverty on its own.  Poverty is caused by particular structures and dynamics in society and the economy and particular kinds of government policies.  A successful national anti - poverty strategy will somehow need to persuade all sectors that there will have to be compromises, and that none of us can afford to continue to be dictated to by individual and short term interests which threaten the sustainability of the nation as a whole.  The report reflects that a national anti-poverty strategy must include all sectors of a country, or else it should be termed a “government” anti-poverty strategy.  Certain cities
 in the USA for instance have introduced “living wage” laws that stipulate that any company wishing to do business in that city has to agree to pay a minimum wage that is generally $2 higher than federal minimum wages.  Boston also has a “living wage” condition for any company that is awarded a contract, a grant r loan, tax break or any other financial benefit worth in excess of $100 000 from the city government.  This just demonstrates that there are a number of ways that business can play a more active role in reducing poverty.

In terms of the process to take forward such a strategy, the UK report recommended the following:

· A “Poverty Summit” with ministers, government officials and leaders from all sectors to ensue unambiguous support and responsibility by all sectors for the reduction and eradication of poverty.  The report recommends a Poverty Summit should be held in the months following a General Election to obtain agreement and commitment from all sectors to the successful implementation of a national anti-poverty strategy.

· Publishing the final strategy after extensive consultation with all of these sectors.  The strategy should include a clear vision, plus a plan of action that people can sign up to.

· A state funded agency to monitor progress.  This could either be part of government, or independent of it, but with a supporting institutional structure.

Conclusion

The current process of the South African government is to be welcomed.  The development of a comprehensive overarching policy framework to address poverty, inequality and unemployment is critical.  The draft policy on the table however we believe needs to have more of a focus on addressing inequality and social inclusion.

In terms of fleshing this and other aspects of the draft policy out, it seems as if the idea of holding a poverty summit after the general election next year is a constructive one.  A concrete plan of action with tangible targets also gives people confidence in the commitment to eradicate poverty.

Finally, we need to see the establishment of a multi-stakeholder standing committee or unit to oversee the finalisation of the policy and to monitor and evaluate its implementation.  Such a body could be chaired by the Development Bank of Southern Africa, but would require sufficient resources from the state and other sectors to provide an effective operational body.  Resources would also have to be made available to ensure that stakeholders, especially community and civil society and the labour stakeholders are able to participate meaningfully.  This includes backward and forward activities with their sectors, research and own monitoring.  The committee should also have an institutional relationship with parliament who should exercise ultimate oversight of its work.
� “Responsibility for all. A national strategy for social inclusion” by The New Policy Institute and the Fabian Society, 2001.


� The Family Budget Unit based at London University has undertaken research into what constitutes “low cost, but acceptable” minimum standards of living for different groups within society.  Similar work in South Africa could shift the current stalemate of the poverty line debate nationally.  The minimum income standard especially is not seen as an immediate entitlement level, but serves as a reference point.


� E.g Boston, Baltimore, New York, Los Angeles





