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PILLARS OF A SOCIAL COMPACT FOR SOUTH AFRICA 

This presentation proceeds from the understanding that all the ideals in South Africa’s constitution 

contain pillars of a social compact. And so, perhaps, we should just develop a summary of the 

Constitution, as pillars of the compact.  

Indeed, we South Africans have a penchant for all-embracing, all-inclusive policy documents. This is a 

strength; for, nothing falls through the cracks. Yet it can also be a major failing, because it distracts 

from focus and prioritisation. 

CONJUNCTURAL PRIORITISATION 

What then should inform such prioritisation at this juncture in South Africa’s history? The major 

dynamics are the following: 

• Firstly, our economy is in the doldrums, with rapacious consequences across society.  

• Secondly, social indicators on quality of life have recently not been edifying. Inequality has 

hardly been dented; but most striking is the poverty rate, which, for the first time since 1996, 

has been edging up from around 2011. 

• Thirdly, the progress that had been made in building a legitimate, ethical and capable state was 

undermined through intense corruption and state capture.  

In other words, South Africa today faces an unfortunate confluence of negative macrosocial 

dynamics. Hopefully, this is sufficient of a burning platform to nudge society towards a social 

compact.  

We also need to keep in mind the threat that tends to face reforming governments which can 

undermine not only the reformers, but also the reforms. 

PILLARS OF SOCIAL COMPACT 

Now, coming to the pillars of a social compact: one proceeds from the understanding that, while we 

should train our sights on the ultimate objective, this convention is about a compact to deal with 

current challenges. The framework we emerge with should form a basis for continuing dialogue. 

Four pillars of a social compact are identified, with emphasis on economic issues because of their 

catalytic effects. 

Economic growth 

There are the immediate interventions, most of which are already under way and need to be 

massified: 
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• These are agreements from the Jobs and Investments Summits, the CEO initiative and the Public 

Private Growth Initiative, including youth employment, the small business fund and so on. But a 

critical question on a real stimulus is that 60% of GDP growth is from consumer spending: should 

we for instance consider a UIF payment holiday or higher payments for those retrenched! 

• The other immediate intervention is about putting SoEs on a sustainable footing: with regard to 

Eskom, for instance, COSATU has put forward a proposal on how the Public Investment 

Corporation (& other DFIs) can help through equity; that some of the staff can be transferred to 

municipalities; and on how we can develop a just transition to a low-carbon future. Added to 

this would be what ESKOM management refers to as ‘philosophy maintenance’ with more 

certainty about schedules, combined with quick and large generation investments. These 

examples illustrate the need for some sacrifice by various partners.  

In addition to these immediate economic interventions, we should agree on a broad framework for a 

new growth path: taking into account opportunities in infrastructure and manufactured supplies 

including in the rest of sub-Saharan and China’s OBOR initiative, as well as the various sectors that 

have been identified. We need to create jobs for the unemployed workers we have: for instance, can 

we expand low-end manufacturing through creating larger numbers of SEZs and industrial parks? 

Again, attached to this would be benefits and sacrifices. 

Related to all these is the fundamental question about macroeconomic policy in terms of 

appropriate fiscal and monetary stances. For instance, what are appropriate levels of inflation and 

interest rates, how do we balance the demands on the fiscus, and what levels of taxation are 

optimal? 

Decent standard of life and inequality  

The National Development Plan identifies a floor for a decent standard of living – in addition to 

employment, this requires an appropriate social wage to help address multi-dimensional 

manifestations of poverty and inequality.  

With regard to education, areas of compacting should include the state’s responsibility on basic 

infrastructure, teacher/learner ratio and provision of study material. At the same time, agreement 

needs to be reached on training of educators and systems of monitoring. At tertiary level, we need 

to continue broadening access – but this should be combined with a commitment by students to 

ensure the smooth functioning of the system.     

Fundamental to interventions in the health sector is the issue of National Health Insurance. In 

pursuing social solidarity, the matter of cost implications and how the system will be phased in – 

starting with improvements in the public health system by both the state and health workers – 

needs to be addressed.   

A decent standard of life also depends on effective implementation of the social grants system and 

free basic services. Critically, there should be commitment from all stakeholders, especially the 

community sector, to ensure that, beyond agreed levels of free basic services, people pay for what 

they use.   

Further, there should be effective monitoring of the minimum wage agreement; development of an 

incomes policy progressively to reduce income differentials; as well as measures by government and 
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the private sector to address the apartheid spatial tax on black workers because of transport costs. 

We should also consider worker shareholding and Board representation and how to deal with high 

mark-up costs in SA’s product markets. 

A decent standard of life also has to include effective measures – in a national partnership led by the 

state – to ensure safety and security for citizens, including combatting gender-based violence in all 

its forms and concerted efforts to eradicate and punish corruption and state capture.   

Capable and ethical state 

The state has to play a leadership role in any social compacting. What are the attributes and 

commitments required of the state? 

The first attribute should be its ability to develop a vision. Arguably, the NDP constitutes such a 

vision, and the question is whether it is being implemented, monitored and – where necessary – 

updated.   

The second commitment required of the state is constantly to build legitimacy among the citizens. 

Ethical conduct and enforcement of this also in the private sector is fundamental to this. Measures 

such as lifestyle audits should be urgently implemented.  

Thirdly, the macro-organisation of the state in terms of the size of the executive and the 

administration, as well as measures to improve and rationalise State-owned Enterprises are critical. 

The apex of government, the Presidency, should have a Pilot Agency, a centre with authority, 

leverage and legitimacy to marshal all of government behind the plans, not departmental fiefdoms. 

We also need to have clear targets with timeframes to put the local government system on an 

optimal footing. 

The last commitment required of the state is to build a bureaucracy capable of translating a vision 

into implementable projects. In the immediate, we need to ensure security of tenure especially for 

senior managers; and there is need authentically to align the Medium-term Strategic Framework 

with the NDP with proper indicators for monitoring and evaluation, not only by government; but 

also, by civil society. 

Societal leadership and ongoing dialogue 

We are all agreed that intellectuals, the religious community, traditional leaders, workers, youth, 

women, people with disability, LGBTQ+ and the rest of civil society need to play their role.  

Besides pursuing interests of their own constituencies, leaders of civil society should also seek to 

identify the intersection between their own interests and those of society at large. We should all 

protect and defend the commons. For this, we require dialogue, compromise and the conviction to 

communicate difficult decisions to our constituencies – decisions that may be unpopular in the 

short-term; but that lead to mutual benefit in the long-term. 

This should include the same level of activism which enabled us, in the first place, to undermine the 

forces responsible for corruption and state capture. And, today, we should be prepared to face 

down their resistance.   
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Conceptual issue: nature of social system 

Besides the four pillars outlined above, we need to reflect on the nature of the South African social 

system; because, globally, there is capitalism and capitalism: Southeast Asian, Scandinavian, German 

and so on. This is a global issue; but it is made the more urgent here because our social tinder is 

threatening to catch fire. Without new strategic thinking, we’ll just increase expectations and 

reproduce inequality, which worsens social unrest.   

CONCLUSION 

To conclude: the current conjuncture demands of us visionary leadership across society and 

boldness to take firm decisions. The basic issue is about today’s choices and trade-offs, appreciating 

that the outcome of social dialogue would not contain all the immediate interests of any particular 

constituency. 

One does hope that over the next two days, we will also identify the appropriate forums for social 

dialogue. Is NEDLAC appropriately capacitated to undertake this? How do we integrate the Public 

Private Growth Initiative, the CEO Initiative, as well as the various mini-compacts? Within 

government, how can the Presidency assume its leadership role?  

These are some of the issues we should keep in mind as we identify pillars of a social compact 

Critical in this exercise are two currencies that are fundamental to social compacting: hope and trust 

across society. 

END 

 

 


