Bold thinking in a critical time
“We, the people of South Africa, recognize the injustices of our past; honour those who suffered for justice and freedom in our land; respect those who have worked to build and develop our country; and believe that South Africa belongs to all who live in it, united in our diversity.  We therefore, through our freely elected representatives, adopt this Constitution as the supreme law of the Republic so as to – heal the divisions of the past and establish a society based on democratic values, social justice and fundamental human rights;..”
So much has happened recently a local and national level that has caused confusion, uncertainty, but more fundamentally- an unease amongst South Africans about what we as a people see constitutes the national project.  As a young nation we may well be dismayed, but we cannot allow ourselves to become disillusioned because we cannot afford the collective inertia and withdrawal that accompanies such disillusionment.

The preamble to our constitution, quoted above, does not suggest that the path that lay before us at its adoption was going to be an easy one, and perhaps we allowed the eloquence of these opening statements to lull ourselves into a collective delusion that the struggle for equality and for dignity and for a socially just democracy had been won.
Electing a democratically legitimate government should never have been understood to be a delegation of our obligations to continue to safeguard and deepen that democracy.  Standing back today and citing a lack of decisive leadership from government is not a valid position to take.  The question is: how did we fail to advance the transformation that in 1994 at least we could acknowledge would require radical structural transformation?

Part of the explanation might be that in the moment of victory we lost faith in ourselves.  The gargantuan task that lay before us cowered our belief that we could fashion a nation along the principles that had always guided us, of equality, dignity and freedom.  We chose to be guided by international voices that hailed our victory with one breath, but gave us the “real rules” about how we should play, with the next breath.

Where these new rules were revealed most harshly was in the terrain of social development.  Departing from the position of growth through redistribution, redistribution became most firmly subject to and conditional upon growth of the formal economy.  Thus the 1997 Welfare White Paper was able to declare that the “high expectations of many people for the new democratic Government to deliver welfare services and programmes to address pressing needs cannot be fully met in the short term”
, and that “in view of fiscal constraints, it is not possible for the welfare function to grow in the medium term”
.
The truth and the tragedy is that government stuck to this prioritization in a most draconian fashion.  The state lost faith in the people, and the people began to question its faith in its state that appeared to dismiss peoples’ views and their articulation of the critical needs and dynamics that were being experienced at a very local level.  The impact of those priorities we see now in a society increasingly characterized by poverty of needs and poverty of aspirations and by a lack of clear ways out of impoverishment, especially for the unemployed and the youth, and that most volatile cocktail of never before employed youth who feel that they have little to lose but nothing to gain.
Are we in a crisis as a country?  Far better than posturing on this question is to agree that as a nation we are in a critical moment.  Today’s choices shape tomorrow and tomorrow’s tomorrow.

For this reason, in the midst of the confusion and inertia that seem to overwhelm many of us, the bold policy developments from the Department of Social Development should be receiving far greater acknowledgement than has yet been afforded them.  In his Budget Vote speech in Parliament on Friday 30 May, the Minister of Social Development announced amongst other things, the agreement in principle to extend the Child Support Grant to all eligible children under 18, confirmation of the equalization of pension age for men to 60 and a welcome lifting of the bureaucratic obstacles that excluded many of the most needy children from being able to access the Child Support Grant.  In addition, he announced the result of a comprehensive overview of the means test for Child Support Grants that had not been increased since 1997 (effectively eroding eligibility through year on year inflation) from R800/ R1 100 per month (which included an urban/ rural difference) to a uniform threshold means test of R2 200 per month.  Already social grants are hailed for reducing the extraordinary high Gini-coefficient measure of income inequality in South Africa from 0.8 to 0.73.  while meaningful reduction of inequality in South Africa can only be achieved through structural transformation of the allocation of resources and opportunities, to bring more marginalised people within the safety security net will hopefully contribute further to this trajectory.
And yet we must ask whether these reforms are bold enough.  According to the 2005/6 Income and Expenditure Survey, the top ten percent of earners in South Africa earn 94 times that of poorest decile.  The average annual income for a black African family was R37 711, while for a white family, this same average income was R280 780.  For deliberate historic reasons, South Africa is a cash- based society.  The landed peasantry was systematically robbed of their land and their livelihoods.  With a real unemployment rate of about 43%, this means that 7.3 million working age adults have no income stream.  Can the current Unemployment Insurance really claim to be able to provide relief for the unemployed, especially those who have never contributed to the fund either because they have never worked or they have worked in informal, causal jobs?
In the past, proponents of universal income security within government have been advised that it is more fitting to provide jobs for people than to provide jobs.  Nobody denies the benefits that accompany decent work, and research amongst families that benefit from the current grants show that overwhelmingly people would prefer jobs.  But until we have solved the problem of how these jobs will be created, we cannot expect poor people to continue to eke out an existence shaped by destitution.  Guaranteeing a basic income for everybody in this country would create a solid foundation on which we can build our developmental state.  Ensuring that nobody goes hungry, and that no body has to choose between buying food and spending the money on a taxi trip to look for a job that might never be, is possible and affordable.  Is it equitable that middle income tax payers receive tax breaks when so many millions do not receive an income?  Income transfers can also be linked to some of the active labour market strategies that have been discussed in the past.  Appropriate and applied quality skills training, apprenticeships, small business development support – these are all possible ways of linking people currently excluded from the formal economy back in.  Policy decisions must focus on how to include the youth, including young men, into mainstream activities.  Gender equality is not solely about equal numbers in government or the boardroom, but it requires a shift in power relations.  Transformation of patriarchal power relations will never occur in a society in which men feel alienated unable to provide or contribute and hence feel redundant to their families and communities.
Further comprehensive reforms of the social security terrain are being contemplated, including both the overhaul of both retirement reform, and of the limited respite offered by the current unemployment insurance policies.  The reform debate is unavoidably subject to contesting and competing ideological assumptions about priorities and responsibilities.  As the Minister announced in his Budget speech, the development of appropriate inclusive policies that address people’s real needs and despairs is one of the most decisive debates that must take place, and it must take place urgently and in an inclusive manner.

We are at a critical moment in our young nation’s history.  We cannot afford to repeat past mistakes.  We must have the confidence in ourselves to make bold and independent decisions, and to realign state and populace.  If we fail to make those bold decisions, we fail not only ourselves and our future, but also the past and those we committed to honour and respect.
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