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It'spossibletoturn SA'sdreams
deferredintoa realityofrenewal
Despite finding ourselves on a roller-coaster ride of negativity and uncertainty, there is reason to believe that
the country may genuinely be entering a new era of faster growth and development. By Joel Netshitenzhe

auspicious moment to present a situa-
tional analysis of the state of the South

African political economy. In part, this is
because of uncer tainties in the domestic
and global environments. It is also because
of the chasms in analyses among leaders
and commentat ors alike.
The analysis I wish to share is based on

three macrotrends that characterise our
country's social dynamics. Most economic
plans tend to focus on the advanced econo-
my, rather than answer questions about how
we absorb the mass of the unemplo yed that
we actually have, who are unskilled and
semi-skilled. This is the first macrotrend.
The second one pertains to the historical

dynamics in the country's economic growth.
If we take a period of 20 years from 1975to
1994, the economy experienced a decline in
per capita growth of about 11%. For 21
years after 1994, per capita economic
growth underwent a gain of
about 33%, but between 2014
and 2019 it declined by
about 3%.
By the end of 2020,

because of the Covid-19
pandemic, the demo-
graphic recession had
plumbed unprecedented
depths. But there was a
large pick-up in 2021, with
the economy recovering to
pre-pandemic levels by the beginning of
2022. The question is, how can we sustain
the post-Covid-19 trend and take it to a
higher level?
To achieve this, we will have to clear many

hurdles. But the central message is that
there is capacity in the South African econo-
my to perform at a higher level if we have
appropriate reforms, a dexterous private
sector and a capable and ethical state.
The third macrotrend is about strategic

leadership, in particular, the capacity to
fashion agreements that advance the coun-
try's interests. I wish to argue that the polit-
ical settlement of the 1990s was a form of
compact in adeep, all-encompassing nation-
al crisis. The leadership of the contending
forces counselled patience on the part of the
marginalised, on the one hand, and a pre-
paredness to contribute to stability and res-
titution by the privileged, on the other.
There may have been missteps along the

way, but serious progress was made, espe-
cially in the first 15 years. SA has enjoyed
relative social stability because of progress
in improving people 's quality of life. And
where there was no progress, two critical
currencies helped sustain social stability:
hope that the situation will improve and
trust that societal leaders are committed to
doing good.
We should frame our thinking about the

future by extrapolating from these three
macrotrends. The economy has the potential
to grow at a much higher level. This needs to
be combined with a conscious effor t to
address duality in society 's development.

Ishould confess that this is not the most Of course, we cannot ignore that SA is on
a roller-coaster ride with a tidal wave of
uncertainties at economic, social, political
and even socio-psy chological levels.

Key driving forces
I will use the Indlulamithi Scenarios 2030
to illustrate the current difficulties. The
research for Indlulamithi identified three
key driving forces: institutional capacity;
social- inequality;- and
resistance, resentment

and reconciliation.
These informed three

storylines: Nayi le
Walk - a nation
in step with

itself (towards
the attainment
of 2030 National
Development Plan objec-
tives); iSbhujwa - an enclave bour-
geois nation (more or less where
we were around 2018); and Gwara \
Gwara - a floundering false dawn %
of dreams deferred. *,
The Indlulamithi team identi-

fied various indicators to assess
the direction towards which the
country is trending. The bad news is that we
are now deep in Gwara Gwara territory. On
aggregate, indicators towards a more social-
ly cohesive society moved from 17% in 2019
to 9% in 2022. Indicators for just sustaining
the 2018 socio-political situation fell from
37% to 27%, and those of massive deteriora-
tion moved up from 46% to 62%.
The pandemic and the war in Ukraine -

events beyond our control - have influenced
these trends. But as we all know, we had
been trending downwar ds in socioeconomic
terms even before the pandemic. The most
dramatic example of this is the performance
of the Eskom generation fleet and how this is
further choking the economy.

But beyond economics there are also
many political and other factors that aggra-
vate the situation. To illustrate, the major
political parties are facing existential cri-
ses. The ANC cannot genuinely renew itself
and maintain unity, the DA is haemorrhag-
ing support among black and Afrikaner
constituencies, and the EFF is searching
for an identity and resorting to more dis-
ruptive conduct.
The secondfactor relates to declining trust

in the political leadership, with President
Cyril Ramaphosa now caught up in multiple
investigations around the Phala Phala saga.

Some say that this may sink his presi-
dency; others posit that he may succeed

1, in December but still face difficulties
after the elective conference
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* when all the investiga-
{ N tions are completed; and

yet others sayhe may sur-
vive the roller-coaster

z ride, rally the majority in
2024 and then intensify the

reform drive, unchained from the
inhibitions that often characterise first terms
in political office.On this one, I locatemyself
at the latter end of the spectrum.
The third factor is the declining confi-

dence in the democratic system and institu-
tions, with low levels of voter participation,
poor performance of the major incumbents
in the 2021 local government elections,
debilitating instability in coalition govern-
ments, and extremely poor performance in
many municipalities. If such instability
were a bellwether for the post-2024 period,
then we face the danger of sinking deeper
into Gwara Gwara territory.
The last factor, which is not unrelated to

all the others, is the deterioration in safety

and security because of ordinary and organ-
ised crime and destabilisation and sabotage
linked to resistance against societal renewal
as individuals fight to avoid orange overalls.

Green shoots of hope
These are the negative realities that South
Africa is currently experiencing. However,
inspired by the macrotrends outlined earli-
er, I wish to argue that it would be defeatist
in the extreme for us to ignore the green
shoots of renewal. South Africans need to
develop a steeliness to clear the logjams and
to nurture these green shoots.

Much has been done over the past two
years to identify common interests and to
act in the national interest. At the institu-

tional and leadership levels, many
reforms have been initiated to deal
with growth constraints, which
points to a willingness to address
the challenges.
It is therefore not too optimistic

to say that we are at a turning point.
For example, with regard to infra-

structure, oppor tunities have been
opened up in electricity generation,

railways, ports and other subsectors to
use capacities of both the public and pri-

vate sectors in terms of financial and
human resources.
There is no doubt that the transition to a

low-carbon economy presents an unprece-
dented opening for South Africa's new

industrialisation drive - affecting min-
~~_ ing, manufacturing and services. The

allocation of the spectrum and new
undersea cables promise a regen-/ eration of the telecommunica-

- _ tions sector with major
implications at economic
and social levels. There
are also some green
shoots in the construc-
tion industr y.

It is estimated that,
y combined, these

reforms aswell as sec-
toral master plans and
public and youth

employment_ initiatives
can, in the medium term, bring SA's growth
rate to between 4% and 5%. In my view, this
could go even higher if we also paid special
attention to low-end manufacturing and ser-
vices for unskilled and semi-skilled workers,
small-scale agriculture and small business-
es, particularly the informal sector.

In other words, beyond the current nega-
tive experiences, and beyond the time lags
that can mask tectonic changes below the
surface, SA may in fact be genuinely enter-
ing a new era of faster growth and develop-
ment. DM168
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