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Abstract

South Africa remains a unique example of a country that underwent complex political, economic 
and social transformation within a short period of time. The most advanced and industrialised 
economy on the continent, the only member of G20, it is also a state of deep inequalities, where 
white minority has preserved vast political and economic privileges, while black majority suffers 
from poverty and dies prematurely from killer diseases. It is also a country of contradictions: 
despite its long and recent history of racial segregation and inequality, the degree of social 
cohesion remains surprisingly high. The purpose of the article is to discuss the challenges and 
achievements of South African transition based on the ambitious SDGs’ framework in two 
subfields: economic and social one. This is done through a descriptive analysis based on literature 
review, enriched by statistical data.
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Introduction
Sustainable development has become a popular issue in development science. Rising 
global population, estimated to reach 9.7 billion people in 2050 (United Nations, 
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Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division 2019: 1), forces 
reflection upon the effectiveness of use of limited natural resources. 

South Africa remains a unique example of a country that underwent complex 
political, economic and social transformation within a short period of time. The most 
advanced and industrialised economy on the continent, the only member of G20, it is 
also a state of deep inequalities, where white minority has preserved vast political and 
economic privileges, while black majority suffers from poverty and dies prematurely 
from killer diseases. South Africa is endowed with many natural resources, that are 
indispensible to its economic growth but also undermine natural environment and 
pose a threat to its population. In this context the idea of sustainable development is 
a perfect solution to fill the gaps created by decades of neglect.

Under apartheid deep division of the South African society was strengthened 
by law, where segregation in public buildings, transport and amenities was enforced 
by the Reservation of Separate Amenities Act of 1953. Africans had unequal access 
to education facilities, medical treatment, public transportation, as well as housing, 
labour and leisure facilities. As the primary health care system was underdeveloped, 
poor black majority suffered from such diseases as tuberculosis or malnutrition. 
Black people were living in overcrowded townships – districts with predominantly 
black occupation, officially designated by apartheid legislation. Such concentration 
of poverty resulted in increased risk of illness, crime and abuse. Housing backlog 
developed, estimated in 1994 at 3 million units (National Planning Commission 2019: 
9). Lack of welfare policy framework resulted in increased poverty among the most 
vulnerable groups: children and the elderly. As possibilities of land acquisition were 
limited, as wel as abilities to own a business by a black person, vast majority of South 
African population suffered from poverty and economic undergrowth. Subsistence 
farming was a dominant occupation in rural areas, while only small plots of land of 
less than 1 hectare were occupied by crop production. Deep cleavages in the society 
were caused by discrimination based on race, ethnicity, gender, class, marginalising 
especially black women from poor districts: the majority of African women (56.7 
percent) and coloured women (41.3 percent) were in unskilled occupations, compared 
with only 6 percent of Indian and 2.8 percent of white women. Unskilled occupations 
were dominated by coloured men (33.5 percent), while as many as 49.9 percent of 
white men were on managerial, professional or technical positions (Statistics South 
Africa 1996).

Due to the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act of 1986, enacted by the United 
States Congress, sanctions were imposed that impaired economic development, 
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causing considerable financial losses. The economic growth in the end of 1980s was 
often negative, with unemployment rate at 29.5 percent (1994) (The World Bank 
2019)2. Once again unemployment touched the black population, where African 
men represented 38.8 percent of unemployed and African women represented 51.3 
percent of unemployed, compared with only 1 percent of white men and 0.9 percent 
of white women (Statistics South Africa 1996). There was no consideration for natural 
environment protection or sustainable use of resources, as mining and industrial 
sectors were managed by white people and harmful mostly to African population. 
In 1996, only 65 percent of households occupied formal houses, while 18 percent of 
households were living in traditional dwellings and 17 percent in shacks. Access to 
water was in 45 percent of dwellings, electricity was used for lighting in 58 percent 
of households, while 29 percent were using candles (Statistics South Africa 1996). 

When apartheid ended, the democratic government undertook reforms in order 
to transform the economy, dependent on imports of capital and intermediate goods 
and exports of natural resources. Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and 
subsequent Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have added a new dimension 
of sustainability to strategies and paths of economic and social development. 
Two decades of implementation of sustainable development have brought several 
improvements both in economic and social dimensions.

Methodology

The article is based on a literature study and a descriptive analysis understood 
as a process of describing, recording and reporting phenomena (Marlow 2010: 
36). A concise description of South Africa’s social and economic situation before 
the end of apartheid and nowadays is provided in introduction, followed by the 
analysis of the governmental strategy towards sustainable development. The main 
text encompasses a thorough account of SDGs’ achievements and challenges as 
for the end of 2019 in division into economic and social subfields. As these aspects 
are closely interconnected, they need to be considered together. Secondary data 
were collected through review of relevant materials including articles, reports, and 
documents available on the Internet, as well as data collected by South African 

2  If not otherwise indicated, all data from the World Bank database.
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Statistical Department and the World Bank. Attempts were made to cover current 
literature to demonstrate and underline the recent achievements in the field.

South Africa and Sustainable Development

Sustainable development won its place in economics back in the 1960s. Almost all 
authors agree, that the most accurate definition of sustainable development is the 
one provided by the Brundtland Commission back in 1987, defining sustainable 
development as the ‘ability to ensure that development meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ 
or – a longer version – a ‘process of change in which the exploitation of resources, 
the direction of investments, the orientation of technological development, and 
institutional change are all in harmony and enhance both current and future 
potential to meet human needs and aspirations’ (World Commission on Environment 
and Development 1987: 17, 43). The definition is very broad, covering tangible and 
intangible assets, such as resources, investment, innovation, and institutional change. 
The idea of sustainability encompasses an important aspect of humanity – limiting 
present consumption in order to secure consumption of future generations, called by 
Dernbach (1998: 29) the principle of intergenerational equity. In the view of Kolk (2016: 
32), preserving resources for future generations is possible due to the integration of 
environmental, social and ethical concerns. According to Porter and van der Linde 
(1995), the best choices are likely to remain those that meet the needs of society and 
are environmentally and economically viable, economically and socially equitable as 
well as socially and environmentally bearable. All decisions and actions undertaken 
by people in the process of development have consequences in interrelated spheres 
(pillars, domains): environmental, economic and social, that should be regarded 
as a crucial basis for decision-making process (Adams 2006; Barbier 1987). Only 
efforts undertaken in all three spheres guarantee, that the goal of sustainability 
will be achieved: resources will be saved for future generations while economic 
development is achieved, natural environment will be protected, and social equality 
will be attained (Kaivo-oja et al. 2014; Khan 1995; Basiago 1999). Neither economic, 
nor social or environmental development should lead to destructive consequences 
and depleting resources or environment.
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The government in Pretoria has undertaken multiple programmes and strategies in 
order to achieve improved well-being of South Africans through sustained economic 
growth. The Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP), launched in 1994, 
was an ambitious ‘national macro-economic upliftment programme’, first national 
development policy framework, that targeted fundamental social transformation 
understood as redressing apartheid political and economic inequalities through 
meeting basic needs, poverty eradication, democratisation, redistribution and 
securing human rights (Groener 2000: 163). RDP focused on increased access to 
health care system for children and pregnant women, and offered free meals to up 
to five million school children (Mosala, Venter, Bain 2017: 332). The programme 
was prematurely finished after two years due to various shortcomings (e.g. lack of 
resources, policy coordination). 

The extension of RDP, the Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) 
strategy of 1996 was focused on accelerated economic growth associated with 
stronger employment creation as the key to continued progress towards an equitable 
distribution of income and improved standards of living for all (Department of 
Finance, South Africa 1996: 22). The government initiated reforms in many sectors, as 
fiscal reform, monetary police to reduce inflation and achieve financial stability, trade 
development by exchange controls’ relaxation and tax incentives for investors, public 
sector restructuring, introducing public-private partnerships, public infrastructure 
investment programme, and stimulating labour-intensive growth (Department of 
Finance, South Africa 1996: 4–5). The results were sufficient in financial sector, 
thanks to reduced inflation and budget deficit, and lower import tariffs, though 
neither growth rate nor employment were satisfactory. Investment rate was falling, 
while poverty and inequality were on the rise, with the Gini coefficient reaching 64.8 
(2005) from 57.8 (2000) (The World Bank 2019), making South Africa one of the most 
unequal countries in the world.

South African presidents – Thabo Mbeki and Jacob Zuma – have also implemented 
their own strategies of development. Thabo Mbeki launched the Accelerated and 
Shared Growth Initiative – South Africa (AsgiSA) in 2006. The initiative was based 
on addressing constraints to inclusive economic growth and focused on improving 
South Africa’s economic performance and job creation capacity in order to halve 
poverty and unemployment by 2014, in line with MDGs (The Presidency, Republic of 
South Africa 2006: 2). AsgiSA prioritised infrastructure programmes and industrial 
strategies, but also education programmes and skills improvement projects. The 
initiative was replaced in 2010 by the New Growth Path (NGP), when new president 
Jacob Zuma decided, that development should concentrate on accelerating economic 
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growth in order to reduce poverty, unemployment and inequality (South African 
History Online 2019). 

In the meantime, in 2008 the National Framework for Sustainable Development 
(NFSD) was approved, later included in the National Strategy for Sustainable 
Development (NSSD). The strategy is a long-term commitment, implemented 
since 2011, with five objectives: enhancing systems for integrated planning and 
implementation, sustaining ecosystems and using natural resources efficiently, 
building green economy and sustainable communities, and effective response to 
climate change (South African Government 2011).

In 2012 South Africa has adopted the National Development Plan (NDP): Vision 
2030 – ‘Our future, make it work’, consistent with important international documents, 
as the African Union (AU) Agenda 2063 – ‘The Africa We Want’ and the United 
Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. NDP addresses socio-economic 
imbalances and aims to: lower unemployment and prioritise job creation by public 
employment programmes; eliminate poverty and reduce inequality by raising levels 
of employment and productivity; develop basic infrastructure (electricity, water, 
transport); increase environmental sustainability and resilience (reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions, waste disposal, introduce zero emission building standards and 
renewable energy); growing an inclusive rural economy; increasing intra-regional 
trade; improving education, training and innovation; improved access to health care 
and social protection; fighting corruption, violence and crime; nation building and 
social cohesion (National Planning Commission, South Africa 2012: 64–73). NDP 
has ambitious targets, to mention Gini coefficient reduction from 0.69 to 0.6. There 
is significant convergence between NDP and sustainable development goals, as it is 
estimated, that 74 percent of SDG targets are addressed in the NDP (Statistics South 
Africa 2019b: 7–8). However, according to Mahlaka (2019), NDP has not lived up to 
expectations and the National Planning Commission (NPC) will advise president to 
prioritise fewer socio-economic issues in a new version of the NDP. 

In 2014 the Medium Term Strategic Framework (MTSF) was adopted for the period 
2014–2019 and key policy instruments of NDP – the New Growth Path (economic 
development), the National Infrastructure Plan (infrastructure development), the 
Industrial Policy Action Plan (investment and innovations) – continue to drive 
South Africa’s policy agenda. MTSF focuses on two strategic plans: radical economic 
transformation to ensure more rapid, sustainable growth and improving service 
delivery. Radical economic transformation includes infrastructure construction 
programmes, competitiveness in productive sectors of the economy, addressing 
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spatial imbalances in economic opportunities (rural-urban, urban-metropolitan), 
elimination of unnecessary regulatory burdens, education and skills development, 
employment-creating growth, reduction of workplace conflicts and improved 
cooperation between government, organised business and organised labour, better 
opportunities for vulnerable and historically excluded groups, small businesses and 
cooperatives, public employment schemes. Improving service delivery encompasses 
institutionalising long-term planning, forging a disciplined, people-centred and 
professional public service, empowering citizens to play a greater role in development, 
and building an ethical public service (‘Medium-Term Strategic Framework (MTSF) 
2014–2019’ 2014: 6–13). 

All SDGs are pursued within projects and strategies implemented. Local 
governments are crucial in the process of SDGs’ implementation, as they best 
understand the needs and requirements of their citizens. A multi-stakeholders’ 
approach in implementation of SDGs, was adopted, reaching to various partners: 
governmental and non-governmental, academia, social organisations, etc. As 
sustainable development encompasses three dimensions (economic, social and 
environmental), in each dimension, South Africa has chosen key tasks regarded as 
priorities. The process is monitored by the central government and by UN agencies. 
However, the task is demanding as there are no records and data available for many 
indicators, especially regarding environmental sustainability. Problems appear 
with disaggregated data at regional or local levels, or with division into subgroups 
according to sex. Like all developing countries, South Africa has financial shortages 
that hamper data collection at subnational levels. In financial crisis conditions, 
social injustice and need of investment, South African government has introduced 
measures to require businesses to provide some level of sustainability reporting. All 
companies listed on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange must integrate sustainability 
reporting with financial reporting. According to Rensburg and Struwig (2016), the 
highest standards are among international companies, while real estate and consumer 
services firms demonstrate lower use of standards and indicators.

Economic Sustainability

The economic perspective concentrates on the non-declining prosperity of the society 
over time, understood as consumption of tradable goods and services, household 
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spending, or environmental services (Pezzey 1992; Toman 1998; Arrow et al. 2004). 
It is generally agreed, that economic development is the key factor determining the 
possibility of achieving other goals in the social or environmental fields. The problem 
of exhaustible natural resources was discussed back in 1970s by distinguished 
economists (Solow 1974; Stiglitz 1974; Dasgupta, Heal 1974). Therefore, economic 
sustainability requires either maintaining the total stock of capital possessed (natural 
resources, economic, social, and institutional infrastructure, human capital) or 
investment in produced capital in order to balance the deficiency of scarce natural 
resources over time (Solow 1974). According to Markulev and Long (2013: 4), economic 
sustainability can be ‘interpreted as the allocation of resources over time (savings 
and investment) in a way that provides the highest level of wellbeing for current and 
future generations’. It has been highly questionable, whether natural capital losses 
can be replaced by other forms of capital, as improved techniques of production or 
higher professional skills, backed by some academics (Solow 1974; Hartwick 1977) 
and strongly opposed by others (Daly 1990; Goodland, Daly 1996; Goodland, Daly, 
Serafy 1991). 

Though wellbeing is crucial to economic and social sustainability, difficulties with 
its measurement make it difficult to define. Indexes, such as Human Development 
Index (HDI) or Better Life Index (BLI) put in appearance some qualities, as income, 
education, health (HDI), enriched by housing, jobs, community, environment, 
civil engagement, life satisfaction, safety and work-life balance (BLI). Since the end 
of apartheid, South Africa has made great progress in reducing absolute poverty 
and increasing access to basic services (education, housing, water, electricity), thus 
increasing wellbeing of the society. However, South Africa ranks below average 
in specifically economic topics as income, jobs, and housing, as well as security, 
environmental quality, education, and health – also connected with economic 
performance (OECD 2019a). In 2019 UNDP Human Development Index, South 
Africa scored 0.705, taking 113th rank out of 189 (UN Development Programme 2019: 
301). Therefore, much needs to be done in order to increase economic possibilities 
allowing higher consumption of market and non-market goods, as leisure activities, 
civic engagement, etc. 

South Africa’s three weaknesses are: poverty, inequality and unemployment, 
that can be overcome by inclusive economic growth. South African economy is 
unsustainably resource intensive (National Planning Commission, South Africa 
2012: 25), and the country remains a big producer and exporter of raw materials. 
Further changes are necessary to move up the value chain and increase economic 
performance. To stimulate inclusive economic growth, South Africa has undertaken 
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structural reforms to build effective governance, robust leadership and a participative 
citizenry, improve innovation and entrepreneurship, increase local and international 
investment, introduce modern economic regulation of industries, and – most 
important – decoupling economic growth from natural resources. In the process of 
economic change, various entities are involved, including state-owned companies, 
especially in electricity and transport sectors. As small-, medium- and micro-sized 
enterprises (SMMEs) may be important sources of job creation, the government 
makes efforts to facilitate their development, by – among others – more accessible 
government procurement processes, easier access to financial services, and support 
to small-scale agriculture. One of the most important challenges is securing financial 
resources needed for expensive and long-term projects. The task is crucial, as not 
only many projects need to be implemented, but also they must be completed, 
therefore a long-term funding is needed. South Africa has taken measures to lower 
tax evasion and increase domestic financial flows. Other sources of financing are 
public-private partnerships and financial aid from developed countries. As economic 
sustainability derives from economic performance under condition of environmental 
protection and social responsibility, all strategies and programmes undertaken by the 
government can be regarded as improving the sustainability of South Africa. 

SDG 8: Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic 
growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all 

In South Africa, as in many developing countries, economic sustainability depends 
on successful strategies focusing on direct economic goals, as infrastructure 
development, job creation and overall macroeconomic advancement, and socio-
economic indirect targets, including poverty eradication, empowering women, 
inducing a favourable demographic structure, the promotion of quality education 
on different levels, as inclusive and sustainable economic growth cannot be achieved 
without qualified workforce. 

South African labour market should undergo deep changes as unemployment 
rate remains high at 27.3 percent (2019), with discrepancies between male (25.3 
percent) and female (29.7 percent) workers. Unemployment rate for young people 
aged 15–24 reached 53.1 percent (2019), affecting women more than men (58.7 percent 
versus 48.6 percent). There is a negative correlation between level of education and 
unemployment: only 12 percent of people with advanced education are unemployed 



114 Monika Krukowska

(2018), while the share is higher for people with intermediate (28.5 percent) and basic 
(32.7 percent) education. 

South Africa suffers from severe infrastructure bottlenecks, including power 
outages and transport difficulties, that impede economic growth. The government 
has undertaken measures to develop infrastructure, though public investment in 
infrastructure programmes hasn’t prevented economic slowdown as GDP growth 
has fallen to 0.78 percent (2018). Infrastructure projects concentrate on transport and 
include modernization of railway system, optimising freight corridors, lowering ports 
costs, urban transit development, new long-distance passenger transport facilities 
and increased rural mobility. The government wants to shift freight from road to 
rail in order to reduce carbon emissions, maximise socio-economic contribution of 
rail and to ‘optimise the economic balance between rail, road and other transport 
modes’ (Department of Transport, South Africa 2017: 29). encompass. Inclusive 
economic growth undertaken by the government includes reduction of economic 
concentration and limiting monopolies, small businesses promotion, assistance to 
struggling businesses, export promotion, stimulating domestic demand, and digital 
industrialization. Other problems include low supply of skilled labour and poor 
climate for investment.

SDG 9: Build Resilient Infrastructure, Promote Inclusive 
and Sustainable Industrialization and Foster Innovation

Sustainable economic development needs reliable and effective infrastructure of 
all kind. Industrial infrastructure development is crucial to enhance economic 
advancement, as is social infrastructure as housing, schools, hospitals, water, 
sanitation and electricity. Due to long years of neglect under apartheid, infrastructure 
development and modernization is necessary, especially with regard to rail, planned 
as a passenger transport alternative in long-distance passenger travel, as well as cargo 
transport (Department of Transport, South Africa 2017: 19, 81). World Bank’s Logistic 
Performance Index (LPI), showing the countries’ challenges and opportunities 
in their performance on trade logistics, downgraded South Africa to 33rd rank 
(2018) with LPI score 3.38, while it was 20th two years earlier with LPI score 3.78. 
Worse performance was due to lower ranks in all indices: customs, infrastructure, 
international shipments, logistics competence, tracking and tracing, and timelines 
(World Bank 2019). With a high rate of urbanisation at 66.3 percent (2018), special 
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focus in NDP is given to transport development in metropolitan areas, where rising 
migration increases the demand for transport facilities, housing, job creation and 
health care systems. National Infrastructure Plan covers infrastructure programmes 
of various state entities and agencies. Between 2009–14 over ZAR1 trillion (US$70.3 
billion) was invested in infrastructure by the government, while private funds were 
invested in telecommunications and renewable energy. 

As production and trade in South Africa remain dominated by primary 
commodities, more stress should be put on the development of processing sector 
and services. The structure of exports should be modified despite economic 
challenges posed by increased imports from Asia – mostly China – which should 
push South Africa to move up the value chain, especially in manufacturing sector 
and car production. Investment should be directed to R&D and innovation sector 
in order to increase competitiveness (R&D expenditure has reached 0.82 percent 
of GDP (2016). Major events as 2010 FIFA World Cup also geared the economy, 
as new stadiums, highways and railway lines were constructed. The creation of 
African Continental Free Trade Area will bring trade liberalization and improve 
specialization, and further increase competitiveness of domestic producers, already 
better well endowed, compared to other African states. South African companies 
will grow faster and get access to bigger markets and gain from economies of scale. 
Close continental cooperation will also give access to finance and technology in 
the world economy (Saygili, Peters, and Knebel 2018, 7). However, manufacturing 
share in GDP has decreased from 17.3 percent (2003) to 11.7 percent (2018), as did 
employment in manufacturing (from 14.3 percent in 2007 to 11 percent in 2017), thus 
failing strategic goals of making the sector a job creation engine. The access to and 
use of mobile phones in South Africa has increased recently and there are 153 mobile 
phone subscriptions per 100 people (2018), enabling access to information and thus 
becoming a power-eradicating instrument (The Economist 2008). Since 2000s new 
infrastructure is developed (e.g. power stations, dams, gas storage facilities, urban 
transport systems, and universities), answering industrial and social demand. 

Infrastructure development, industrialization and innovation demand increasing 
capital flows on research and official development assistance. New funding models 
are being introduced in order to increase financing in transportation: Infrastructure 
Fund was created in 2019, and the government turned to public-private partnership – 
the best example is the Gautrain Rapid Rail Link, where the concessionaire financed 
10 percent of the costs in exchange for management of the assets. With inadequate 
resources, the government needs to make the best value of money, therefore new 
system of evaluation of the efficiency of projects was developed, altogether with the 
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process of project implementation. The commercialization of technological progress 
is necessary. The White Paper on Science, Technology and Innovation recommitted 
increasing the levels of R&D investment to 1.5 percent of GDP within the next decade 
(Department of Science and Technology, South Africa 2019, xii). New centres and 
networks of innovation are being created in high knowledge intensity sectors, as 
automotive industry and advanced metals sector. 

SDG 10: Reduce Inequality Within and Among Countries

Reducing inequalities is closely linked to eradicating poverty and hunger. In XXI 
century South Africa remains one of the most unequal countries in the world, 
due to apartheid heritage. Inequalities divide the society in different fields: wealth, 
education, employment, land, access to labour market and basic services, etc. 

Dualistic structure is best seen in wealth: despite 25 years of independence, 
income inequality levels remain high. South Africa’s Gini coefficient is 0.62 (2015), 
making it one of the most unequal countries globally (OECD 2019c; The World 
Bank 2019). The socio-economic structure of the society divides it into two groups, 
where the top 10 percent received two-thirds of national income (2014) (Alvaredo 
et al. 2019: 145; UN Development Programme 2019: 116). The Growth, Employment 
and Redistribution (GEAR) programme implemented since 1996, might have 
strengthened the dualistic nature of the society by further enriching the rich, as 
it targeted removing trade barriers, liberalising capital flows and reducing fiscal 
deficit. Another factor behind the high income inequality is the low employment rate, 
especially of black South Africans, where only 49 percent of men are in paid work, 
compared with 38 percent of women (2017). In South Africa work-life balance is often 
disturbed, as employees – men in particular – work very long hours. Inequality is 
strengthened by the fact, that South Africa keeps costs of sending remittances very 
high – in 2017 average transaction cost of sending money from South Africa was 16.57 
percent of the amount, much higher than the target of 3 percent or less. The costs are 
essential, as personal remittances constituted 25.2 percent of GDP (2018).

The Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment (B-BBEE) policy was created 
to advance economic transformation and allow equal economic participation of 
black South Africans. BBBEE focuses on wealth distribution and enforces privileges 
for companies with BEE rating – having a particular percentage of black ownership 
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(Norton Rose Fulbright 2018). Likewise, within the last two decades social protection 
system was strengthened and covers a third of South African society. The redistributive 
policies target the most vulnerable groups: children, persons with disabilities and 
the elderly, by investment in early-childhood programmes, progressive taxation, 
enhancement of individual agricultural holdings, etc. According to Statistics South 
Africa, social grants remain a vital safety net, as the share of households and persons 
benefitting from a social grant have increased to 31 percent (persons) and 44.3 percent 
(households) (2018). ‘Grants were the second most important source of income (45.2 
percent) for households, after salaries (64.8 percent), and the main source of income 
for almost one-fifth (19.9 percent) of households nationally’ (Statistics South Africa 
2018b).

SDG 12: Ensure Sustainable Consumption 
and Production Patterns

As all developing countries, South Africa has problems with sustainable production 
and consumption, and connected with them – waste treatment and management. 
Sustainable consumption and production patterns were adopted in 2008 and 2010 
National Waste Management strategies, allowing recycling and substituting for 
scarce materials. Yet, in 2011, only 10 percent of waste was recycled (Department 
of Environmental Affairs, South Africa 2012: 14), and, in 2016, only 12.9 percent 
of metropolitan households recycled, followed by 10.8 percent of households in 
urban areas and 3 percent of households in rural areas (Statistics South Africa 
2018a: 31). According to Recycling International, South Africa recycles over 70 
percent of used steel beverage cans, 40.6 percent of glass and 30 percent of plastic 
packaging. Meanwhile, the country produces about 65 million tonnes of hazardous 
waste, of which only 6 percent is recycled (Linnenkoper 2019). South Africa follows 
international trends, where young people are the least likely to recycle. The tasks 
ahead include the increased consumer education in order to start recycling, but 
also production and use of renewable energy, and more energy-saving projects. The 
government needs to develop the ability of communities to provide adequate services 
of waste removal, nowadays insufficient due to lack of infrastructure capacity: 81.9 
percent of households in rural areas still discard refuse on their own, compared 
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to 10.6 percent of households in urban area, and 4.5 percent in metropolitan area 
(Statistics South Africa 2019a: 55).

SDG 17: Strengthen the Means of  Implementation and 
Revitalize the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development

The last goal, connected with partnerships for sustainable development, emphasises 
the importance of cooperation, as well as the responsibility of developed countries 
towards their developing partners. With cooperation as the ultimate goal, 
partnerships cannot limit the sovereignty of developing countries and enforce 
measures they cannot afford. 

As a middle-income developing country, South Africa can expect to receive 
support from developed countries on its way to sustainable development. In the 
same time, it assumes responsibility for supporting less advantaged partners. In 
order to strengthen global partnership for sustainable development, the multi-
stakeholders’ approach to implementing SDGs was adopted, incorporating various 
actors: governmental agencies, non-governmental organisations, private sector, 
civil society and academia. South Africa is also strengthening cooperation with 
developed and developing countries on issues relating to trade (creation of regional 
and continental FTAs), technology and innovation or sustainable natural resources 
management. Again, the greatest challenge lies in finding resources needed to cover 
all ambitious strategies, policies, programmes, frameworks, and plans. In January 
2020, South African President Cyril Ramaphosa will assume the position of the 
Chairman of the African Union for one year, having greater influence on continental 
cooperation and the tasks ahead. 

Social Challenges

Social sustainability is often neglected, as sustainable development discussions 
usually focus on the environmental or economic aspects of sustainability. Yet, as 
social sustainability encompasses a vast range of issues, crucial for the success of 
sustainable development, it needs to be addressed along with other dimensions, to 
attain the most sustainable outcome possible. 
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There are different definitions of social sustainability. The Oxford Institute for 
Sustainable Development (OISD) understands social sustainability as ‘concerning 
how individuals, communities and societies live with each other and set out to 
achieve the objectives of development models which they have chosen for themselves, 
also taking into account the physical boundaries of their places and planet earth as 
a whole. At a more operational level, social sustainability stems from actions in key 
thematic areas, encompassing the social realm of individuals and societies, which 
ranges from capacity building and skills development to environmental and spatial 
inequalities’ (Ganser, Carpenter, Ngombe 2009: 4). Gray (2010) argues, that social 
sustainability incorporates such concepts, as equity, empowerment, accessibility, 
participation, cultural identity and institutional stability, human rights, gender 
equity, equality, public participation and rule of law. Benaim, Collins, and Raftis 
(2008) argue, that social aspects of sustainable development are core issues as the 
states develop in order to improve the living standards of their citizens, however 
uneasy to achieve, as social changes possibly gather unrest. Their view is shared 
by Saner, Yiu, and Nguyen (2019), who agree, that the intrinsic nature of social 
changes makes them risky for political leaders as they require austerity, and their 
consequences cannot be certain. According to Littig and Griessler (2005), the utmost 
important goal of social sustainability is poverty alleviation, that should – as Saith 
(2006) suggests – lead to overall development of people. Kolk (2016) continues, 
that the role of the state is to provide favourable institutional environment to allow 
the alleviation of poverty by stimulating human development, while Brodhag and 
Talière (2006), as well as Pierobon (2019) agree, that all barriers to sustainable social 
development should be removed by the state. According to O’Sullivan (2017: 6), the 
SDGs continue and expand the scope of the social and economic end of the spectrum 
of human rights also covered by the MDGs, but also expand the focus to key civil 
and political rights. 

South Africa treats fight with poverty as the central issue to advance social 
sustainability, as improvement in poverty conditions of the population can have 
positive spillover to drive the achievement of the other social goals (Statistics South 
Africa 2019b: 36). The government has identified certain sectors and measures of 
focus, such as improved social protection and access to social services, expansion of 
Early Childhood Development programmes, higher quality and industry-relevant 
education and training, addressing the unequal share of unpaid care and domestic 
work, innovative and sustainable health financing, improved frontline health-
care services, prioritising social determinants of health, and correction of gaps in 
legislation and policy addressing discrimination (Statistics South Africa 2019b: 4).
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Therefore, within the last years, South Africa has developed an extended social 
support system that absorbs circa 4 percent of GDP (Mtantato and Ngozo 2018). 
Social security grants are the largest poverty-reduction programme in South Africa, 
providing financial assistance to about 17 million people in the form of old-age 
pensions, child support grants, disability grants, care-dependency grants for people 
taking care of mentally or physically disabled, grant-in-aids for recipients of old-age 
pensions, disability or war veteran grants, and foster child grants (Statistics South 
Africa 2019b: 26).

SDG 1: End Poverty in All its Forms Everywhere

As eradication of poverty remains a priority for South African government, all efforts 
concentrate on this goal. Hence, a slight decline in poverty was achieved, as the share 
of population living in poverty fell from 66.6 percent (2005) to 55.5 percent (2014). 
Poverty headcount ratio at $1.90 a day (2011 PPP) as a share of population has been 
volatile: in 1996, just after the end of apartheid it reached 36.6 percent, followed by 
decrease to the lowest level of 16.5 percent (2010), and the last years show an increase 
to 18.9 percent (2014). South Africa has three poverty lines: food poverty line (FPL) 
referring to the amount of money that an individual will need to afford the minimum 
required daily energy intake (‘extreme’ poverty line) is set at ZAR561 (US$39.46). 
Lower-bound poverty line (LBPL) is set at ZAR810 (US$56.98), and upper-bound 
poverty line (UBPL) is set at ZAR1227 (US$86.31) (2019) (Statistics South Africa 2019c: 
4). Poverty gaps between poverty lines have been increasing, meaning that not only 
there are more poor people, but also the poor were further from poverty lines than 
before (Statistics South Africa 2017: 16). Moreover, there is huge inequality between 
the lowest and the highest quintile: in 2014 the lowest 20 percent had only 2.4 percent 
of income share, while the highest quintile secured 68.2 percent. 

Despite job creation efforts, unemployment remains constant at 26.9 percent. 
There are social groups more vulnerable than others: 93 percent of poor were black 
South Africans (2015), especially children and female, people without or with 
little education (61.6 percent in 2015), living in rural areas (65.4 percent in 2015). 
Problems appear also in one-parent households led by women. The government has 
implemented the social wage programme, guaranteeing free education, free primary 
health care, social protection (most notably old persons’ grants and child support 
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grants), but also subsidies to basic services (water, sanitation, electricity), leading to 
direct poverty reduction. As government spending on essential services decreased 
from 21 (2014–2015) to 20 percent of total government expenditure (2015–2016), the 
access to services is on the decline (Statistics South Africa 2019b: 50). Since 1994 the 
number of people eligible for social grants has grown from 4 million to more than 17 
million people (2017), and is expected to reach 18.1 million (2020–21). The tax burden 
laying on only 15.5 million taxpayers has increased recently (e.g. VAT raised) and will 
continue to increase due to ambitious social programmes and targets (Mtantato and 
Ngozo 2018). According to Posel and Grapsa (2017), without social grants, poverty 
would be 8 percent higher than the current level. Yet latest increases of electricity 
(by 13.07 percent) and water (by 9.6 percent) costs, put more pressure on already low 
wages. The government has undertaken different initiatives to reduce poverty and 
advance inclusive growth, though their impact is hard to estimate due to short time 
or lack of data. 

SDG 2: End Hunger, Achieve Food Security and Improved 
Nutrition and Promote Sustainable Agriculture

Lower poverty and increased social assistance have contributed to decreasing hunger 
and malnutrition. Food security programmes have been adopted, with special focus 
on children, as the most vulnerable group. The share of households vulnerable to 
hunger has declined from 24.2 percent (2002) to 10.4 percent (2017), as the proportion 
of people vulnerable to hunger: from 29.3 percent to 12.1 percent. South Africa has 
implemented a variety of interventions to address hunger and malnutrition, though 
the success remains uncertain. Due to nutritious food deficiency, the prevalence 
of stunting for children under five has been rising from 23.9 percent (2008) to 27.4 
percent (2014), while the is a growing number of overweight children under five – 13 
percent (2016). 

In order to overcome the problem of hunger, the government has been stimulating 
agricultural production, by the framework of strategies: including the Agricultural 
Policy Action Plan (2015–2019), the Integrated Growth and Development Plan (2012), 
and the Strategic Plan for the Department of Agriculture Forestry and Fisheries 
(2015–2020). South Africa has adopted the National Policy on Food and Nutrition 
Security, to integrate a number of strategies and programmes improving food 
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security, with special regard to rural areas. Many programmes focus on children, 
to mention National School Nutrition Programme, providing nutritious meals 
in primary and secondary schools, thus improving punctuality, regular school 
attendance, concentration and the general well-being of pupils (Department of 
Basic Education, South Africa 2019). The program goes beyond meal distribution, 
transferring knowledge about nutrition and lifestyle habits to children and their 
families. Still, improvements should be made in agricultural productivity and 
extension points should be developed to share knowledge and thus improve the 
productivity of smallholder farmers and increase crop and livestock production. Land 
reform initiated in 1994 should be fastened and include the change in the pattern of 
land distribution, as the land audit conducted by the government in 2017 showed that 
white South Africans own 72 percent of farms and agricultural holdings, and black 
South Africans own only 4 percent of land (South African Government 2018). Due to 
this impediment, only 1–2 percent of black farmers operate in the commercial space 
(‘Charting a New Path for Land Reform’ 2019). In order to enhance food security, the 
government has increased financial assistance to the agricultural sector through the 
Recapitalization and Development Programme (RADP), implemented in 2008 to help 
distressed farms. Increasing number of farmers, who benefited from governmental 
animal improvement schemes shows a positive trend.

SDG 3: Ensure Healthy Lives and Promote 
Well-Being for all at all Ages

Years of neglect resulted in huge inequalities in health care, where only 16 percent 
of South Africans are beneficiaries of health care system (National Planning 
Commission 2019: 43). Therefore health is one of the biggest challenges of sustainable 
social development. Free primary health care guaranteed in the Reconstruction and 
Development Plan (RDP) is still the goal to be achieved, yet some achievements were 
made. Free HIV medicines are a fact. The government has approved in July 2019 
National Health Insurance (NHI) and adopted the National Strategic Plan (NSP) for 
HIV, TB and STIs (sexually transmitted infections) to guide the response to epidemics 
decimating the society: reduce the number of new infections, provide treatment 
of infected ones and address the drivers of infections. NSP is supplemented by 
programmes directed to specific groups (e.g. women, teenagers, LGBTI) or activities 
(e.g. sport promotion, mental health). 
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Due to improved health services and monitoring systems, maternal and child 
mortality rates have decreased, though remain high, compared to developed 
countries. Mortality rate of children under five has lowered from 58.2 per 1,000 live 
births (1994) to 33.8 (2018), while maternal mortality rate decreased from 400 per 
100,000 live births (2005) to 121 (2016), in large part due to increased rate of attended 
births: 96.7 percent (2016). South Africa has an important record of communicable 
diseases that affect the population and hence the economic growth. In 2018 prevalence 
of HIV was high, reaching 20.4 percent (population aged 15–49), though the number 
of new infections is falling: from 2.2 per 1,000 uninfected population (2002–2005) 
to 0.8 per 1,000 uninfected population aged 15–49 (2012–2017). The access to anti-
retroviral therapy (ART) has increased to 56.3 percent of men and 65.5 percent of 
women (2012–2017) (Statistics South Africa 2019b: 66). Incidence of tuberculosis 
is falling: from 977 per 1,000 people (2007) to 567 (2017) and the rate of successful 
treatment has reached 84.4 percent (2017). In order to keep trained staff in the public 
health care sector, South Africa adopted Occupational Specific Dispensation (OSD) 
for health professionals. Other challenges impeding economic growth and social 
sustainability are teenage pregnancies, too often taking girls from schools: teenage 
mothers make up 15.6 percent of adolescent women aged 15–19 (2016). In order to 
prevent the most common diseases, as measles or HPV, South Africa promotes 
vaccination programmes. As health care is an important though demanding sector, 
much needs to be done provided financial resources are available.

SDG 4: Ensure Inclusive and Equitable Quality Education 
and Promote Lifelong Learning Opportunities for All

A wide perspective on education, training and innovation as important factors for 
future wellbeing of nation, was undertaken. Since 1994 the government focused on 
eliminating racial and ethnic segregation in educational system, and improving 
school management. As some MDGs targets were not achieved, South Africa needed 
to increase efforts and implemented three Action Plans for the period 2014–2024. 
Access to education has increased, and the levels of literacy within adults have 
reached 100 percent. Early childhood education has been promoted, including pre-
school education, covering a growing number of children: the percentage of 5 year-
olds enrolled in educational institutions has increased from about 40 percent (2002) 
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to nearly 85 percent (2017), and primary school completion rates have improved 
from 85 percent to 95 percent in the same period (Statistics South Africa 2019b: 95). 
Still, challenges remain in secondary and tertiary education, where – respectively 
– completion and enrolment rates are unsatisfactory. Only a third of a group 
starting primary education finishes secondary education, though secondary school 
completion rates have increased from 40 percent (2002) to over 50 percent (2017). The 
government has increased public expenditure on primary and secondary education 
to 4.7 percent of GDP (2016), yet tertiary attainment is the lowest compared to OECD 
and partner countries (OECD 2019b). Racial division in access to tertiary education 
remains, as in 2016 over 38 percent of white South Africans and only 9 percent of 
black South Africans had a post-secondary school attainment.

The quality of learning should be addressed, as it is the most important cause 
of school dropout. According to Reddy et al. (2015), improvements are needed in 
mathematics and science, as well as proficiency in reading. However, the latest results 
of the 2018 Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) tests show 
improvements in average mathematics scores between 2003–2015 (‘TIMSS in South 
Africa: Making Global Research Locally Meaningful’ 2018). Improvements should 
be made in skill levels, in order to enhance development, as South African students 
score low in reading literacy: in fact, in 2006 South African grade 5 students were 
the lowest performing out of 40 countries, according to the Progress in International 
Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) (Mullis et al. 2007: 38). Educational progress and thus 
future economic growth is slowed down by impediments connected with poverty, 
such as lack of access to reading materials at home, time and costs of getting to school 
causing frequent non-attendance, as well as inadequate diet and lack of electricity in 
many dwellings. The fact, that classes are still overcrowded, with average 42 students 
(2006) is not helping (Mullis et al. 2007: 8).

Government programmes have surely improved the conditions of learning – all 
schools have electricity and access to drinking water. The access to education was 
eased by improving school transportation, especially in rural areas. Thanks to new 
instruments, as the Education Infrastructure Grant, the government is improving 
school infrastructure with regard to lack of toilets, computers and the Internet, 
as only 19 percent of schools can use the Internet for educational purposes. The 
quality of education should be raised by enlarging the number and qualifications of 
teachers, greater access to textbooks and materials, as well as post-school reading, 
education and training. Data proves, that social grants’ beneficiaries perform better 
in NSC exams. Teachers are encouraged to use African languages to improve 
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literacy and performance in sciences. The government is focusing – among others 
– on vocational training of specialists needed in infrastructure construction (e.g. 
bricklayers, electricians or mechanics), as well as plumbers and welders. The labour 
market is monitored to forecast the future demand for professionals. However, special 
focus should be given to women and girls empowerment, especially for children with 
disabilities. Various educational initiatives are undertaken, focusing on different 
measures and aspects, to mention raising teaching standards, or teaching subjects in 
African languages in the assumption, that children will better understand science, 
but also teaching English as a first additional language.

SDG 5: Achieve Gender Equality  
and Empower all Women and Girls

A wide range of issues connected with gender equality, to mention eliminating 
discrimination and gender-based violence, recognising unpaid domestic and care 
work, or implementing legislation and policies to provide an environment for 
women’s empowerment must be addressed in South Africa. 

However, the patriarchal structure of South African society, particularly at the 
rural level, has been crucial to pending problems of women in the society. Female 
South Africans are more likely to live below the lower-bound poverty line (LBPL) 
than men (Statistics South Africa 2019b: 23). According to Ipsos, due to a deep-seated 
paternalism and conservative view in the society, a woman is seen as a possession 
rather than an individual in her own right (Ipsos 2019). Violence against women is 
persisting to such an extent, that in September 2019 the South African government 
has declared gender-based violence a national crisis, as a woman is murdered every 
three hours, and many are assaulted and raped before their death (Khumalo 2019). 
As a result, the government opened Victim Empowerment Programme (VEP) service 
centres to give support for victims of violence. Other initiatives include strengthening 
the criminal justice system by establishing sexual offences courts and improving the 
economic power of women (‘Emergency Plan to Protect Women and Children’ 2019). 
According to Hames (2007), gender gap has decreased due to legal prohibitions of 
discrimination against women, though female issues are of special concern, as there 
is Department of Women, Youth and Persons with Disabilities in South African 
government. 
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Further legislation is needed to improve penalisation of rape, and lower the 
number of marriages under the age 18. Special focus should be given to financial and 
legal empowerment of women, giving them equal access to health care, education 
and training. Still, the access to incomes remains unequal, as, according to the 2017 
Pulse of the People report, women earn on average 27 percent less than men (Makou 
2017). South Africa has almost reached the goal of 50 percent female representation 
as the share of female representatives in the parliament has increased from 25 percent 
(1994) to 47.1 percent (2019), and half of the government is female. Women dominate 
(as employees) the public sector. The incidence of child marriage (girls under 15 years) 
has decreased. 

Conclusions

SDGs have obliged South Africa to increase efforts to fight its most prominent concerns. 
Therefore, since 2015 the government in Pretoria focuses on fight with poverty and 
inequality, as well as improving governance. South Africa has undertaken a number 
of structural reforms to induce inclusive growth and help the most vulnerable 
groups: children, women and the elderly. The last decade saw an improvement in two 
most sensitive fields: living standards and interracial social interactions, important 
for improving social cohesion (UN Development Programme 2019: 86). Yet, the 
progress is challenged by economic and social exclusions of black South Africans 
and poor citizens, dating back in the previous system. Wide imbalances in wealth 
and education still affect South African society, impeding socio-economic advance 
of many Africans, despite the efforts undertaken. 

In order to achieve sustainable growth, South African government needs to 
continue advancement in all dimensions of sustainability: economic, social and 
environmental. Economic measures must be undertaken to improve the business 
climate, investment financing, provide advisory services to businesses and mobilise 
capital. Social problems need to be addressed to reduce inequalities in wealth, 
education, employment, access to labour market. 

Despite many shortcomings, South Africa will always be in privileged position 
compared to other African countries. Its superiority is visible in all sectors and almost 
all SDGs, backed by the status of the most advanced economy of the continent. 
If successful, South Africa may become an important contributor to sustainable 
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development on a regional or even continental scale, promoting sustainable economic 
and social development.
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