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Unemployed people wait for work in Johannesburg. Picture: GALLO IMAGES/HERMAN VERWEY

Even before Covid-19 the SA economy displayed comorbidities
— above all, unusually deep inequalities and high joblessness.
These twin ills limit growth by fuelling social and political
contestation, and have provided fertile ground for state
capture.

A successful recovery plan will have to tackle these roots —
above all, deep class disparities in education; unusually
inequitable work organisation and pay scales; and stark divides
in inherited household wealth and municipal services. In
contrast, the current project centres on vanilla plans for
infrastructure investment combined, incongruously, with cuts
to government spending. And it ignores the need for strong
measures to avoid a second Covid wave, which would reverse
the economic gains so far. 

As the recent employment data underscore, the pandemic has
deepened SA’s long-standing inequalities. Overall, almost 2-
million jobs were lost in the second quarter of 2020, with
400,000 regained in the third quarter. But high-level workers
emerged almost unscathed, while the working poor face
devastation.

A single data point captures the disparities: in the formal
sector, from the first to the third quarter managers and
professionals saw a net loss of one position in 100, while more
than one in 10 less skilled formal jobs disappeared.

At industry level the pandemic hit hardest where businesses
have a high risk of contagion — above all entertainment
venues, accommodation and home-based care and cleaning.
These jobs, which are disproportionately held by black people,
especially women, are typically underpaid and precarious. That
leaves the workers, their families and communities particularly
vulnerable when they shut down.

In the third quarter of 2020 there were 115,000 fewer formal
catering and accommodation jobs than at the start of the year,
a loss of more than one in four. The impact on home-based
jobs, including caring and cleaning, was even more disastrous.
About 200,000 positions disappeared in domestic work, or one
in seven jobs.

Another 115,000 jobs were lost from private, formal home-
based care, which shed two out of every five jobs. Taken
together, these high-risk industries suffered net losses of more
than half-a-million jobs from the first to the third quarter, or a
third of all positions lost. But they accounted for only about a
tenth of total employment. 

Informal businesses generally did worse than the formal
sector. The sector generates only about a fifth of total
employment but accounted for a third of the job losses from
the first to the third quarter. In the second quarter informal
workers lost almost 650,000, or one in five jobs, while in the
third quarter only about 175,000 returned to income-
generating work. The loss of income was especially harsh for
informal workers, since the majority — most of whom are self-
employed — earn under R3,000 a month.

The figures on job losses by occupation show why the road to
recovery cannot rely on simply ending restrictions aimed at
controlling the contagion. Community spread in itself throttles
demand for high-risk services, and with it employment.
Reopening risky businesses, especially bars, and allowing
bigger groups to gather at home, in churches and in businesses
have led to a secular increase in infections since mid-August. If
the contagion continues to gain speed it will inevitably cut
short the precarious recovery in the rest of the economy.

The employment data also underscore that SA, like most of the
world, is headed for a K-shaped recovery, where the rich are
relatively unhurt compared to the poor majority. The
inequalities are reinforced by the asset-price bubble, which is
underpinned by low interest rates globally. In these
circumstances a real recovery plan cannot avoid the tough
choices and risks needed to build a more equitable and
dynamic economy, which requires disrupting the deeply
unequal systems that shape education, wealth, access to
government services and workplaces.

• Makgetla is a senior researcher with Trade & Industrial Policy
Strategies.
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Miles Japhet • a month ago

• Reply •

Fix education, fix all government run entities and remove business
unfriendly policy and watch this country thrive. The wealthy
educated people are not breeding fast enough o even replicate
themselves so there will be a natural move into the job spaces that
emerge in a growing economy.
All social economic engineering is bound to fail. This reduction in
the gini coefficient can only happen successfully over a number of
generations
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Lindsay Wanliss • a month ago

• Reply •

The fact that unskilled labour lost more employment simply
reflects the economic reality that, being unskilled, demand for the
service they can offer is low. The only effective remedy for this is
better education, which isn't happening.
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