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INTRODUCTION  

2019 marks twenty five years of democracy in South Africa since 1994 when the country held its first 
democratic elections following the era of apartheid and colonialism. The timing of the Beijing+25 review 
coincides with the 25 year review of democracy in South Africa. The South African Government has 
undertaken a national twenty-five year review process towards emerging with a set of priorities for the 
country going forward. 

 

In 2012 South Africa adopted its National Development Plan: Vision 2030 which serves as a blueprint for 
development in the country towards 2030. The country has also embarked on national elections in May 
2019 and the 6th Administration of Government has just come into place. It is an extremely exciting 
moment in the country where a strong mandate has been given to the incoming 6th administration by the 
general electorate, responding to the call by the President of the Republic of South Africa, Mr Cyril 
Ramaphosa to his ñThuma Minaò (Send Me) rallying call, adding the tag line ñKhawulezaò meaning ñmove 
fasterò. 

 
It was during the election campaigning in 2019 that the people of South Africa iterated very clearly their 
impatience for speedy implementation of the countryôs plans, programmes and strategies ï ña coherent 
and bold peopleôs plan for a better life for all, addressing the persistent realities of unemployment, poverty 
and inequalityéò. 1 The campaign illustrated that the [countryôs] top 10 priorities are jobs, housing, water, 
roads, electricity, sanitation, crime, corruption, education and land.ò2 

 
The overview of the twenty-five year review indicated that South Africa was able to construct a new 
society based on a Constitution that guarantees political, social, economic and environmental rights. The 
commitment to a non-sexist society was written into the Constitution and the country has made advances 
in womenôs political, social and economic spheres as well as in attaining human rights and dignity, in 
particular womenôs rights and womenôs representation in parliament, government, the public service, and 
in the private sector. 

 
Following the adoption of the Beijing Declaration and its Platform for Action in 1995, South Africa has 
periodically reported on the progress made in implementing the Platform for Action in the country, 
submitting its first report in 2000 (B+5), its 2nd in 2005 (B+10), the 3rd in 2010 (B+15) and the 4th in 2015 
(B+20). This B+25 report is therefore building on the previous reports and provides an assessment of 
South Africaôs progress in implementing the Platform for Action from 2014-2019. 

 
The national review report responds to the issues raised in the Guidance Note provided by UN Women. 
Part i of the report covers the process undertaken in the country in terms of the national level review and 
highlights the institutional mechanism for the review, multi-stakeholder participation and the process of 
preparation of the national report. 

 
Part ii provides a detailed assessment the progress made in implementing the Platform for Action for the 
period 2014-2019, and is structured in four sections. Section 1 focuses on the priorities, achievements, 
challenges and gaps in. It also highlights emerging priorities for the future (short, medium and long term). 
Section 2 outlines the progress across the 12 Critical Areas of Concern of the Platform for Action. It is a 
detailed analysis of measures taken to advance womenôs empowerment and gender equality across the 
12 critical areas with a focus on the period 2014-2019, under the following 

 

1 African National Congress; June 2019: BULLETIN: NEC Lekgotla: Report and Outcomes of the NEC Lekgotla held on 1-3 June 2019òA Five-Year 

Programme to Translate our Contract with the People of South Africa, Johannesburg 

 
2 African National Congress; June 2019: BULLETIN: NEC Lekgotla: Report and Outcomes of the NEC Lekgotla held on 1-3 June 2019òA Five-Year 
Programme to Translate our Contract with the People of South Africa, Johannesburg 
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thematic areas: (i) Inclusive Development, Shared Prosperity and Decent Work; (ii) Poverty Eradication, 
Social Protection and Social Services; (iii) Freedom from Violence, Stigma and Stereotypes; (iv) 
Participation, Accountability and Gender-Responsive Institutions; (v) Peace and Inclusive Societies and 
(vi) Environmental Conservation, Protection and Rehabilitation. 

 
Section 3 focuses on the national processes and mechanisms linked to the implementation and 
monitoring of the Platform for Action, Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 5 on womenôs empowerment 
and gender equality and the other SDGs as related. Section 4 highlights the progress on the availability 
of data disaggregated by sex and gender statistics. 

 
Part iii of the report comprises the conclusion and the list of SDG country indicators. 

 

 

A focus on womenôs empowerment and gender equality as a key thematic area in the 25 year review of 
democracy provided an opportune moment for South Africa to reflect on the journey made through the 
implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action since its adoption in September 1995, but more 
specifically over the past five years (2014-2019). Using evidence gathered from disaggregation of data 
and statistics to measure the achievements made; depictions of trends where possible; and witnessing 
the changes in the lived experiences and realities of women and girls today has enabled a comprehensive 
assessment of the progress made on advancing the lives of women and girls in the country. Thus the 
process of preparing the national Beijing+25 report is very much aligned to the processes undertaken in 
developing the twenty-five review report on womenôs empowerment and gender equality in South Africa. 

 

The process of assessing progress was initiated through the establishment of an Interdepartmental Task 
Team coordinated by the Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation in the Presidency in 2018. 
Each sector was required to undertake a review of the progress made, assessing the extent of 
implementation of legislation, policies, strategies and programmes in line with the National Development 
Plan: Vision 2030; the Medium Term Strategic Framework 2014-2019; and the Constitution of the country. 
The former Department of Women was part of this Interdepartmental Task Team. Data and statistics 
were gathered and trends determined. A gendered analysis of the findings was undertaken and an 
evidence-based, data-driven report was developed. 

 
Consultations of the evidence, findings and reports were extensive. The evidence was consulted through 
the Governmentôs Director-General (DG) Clusters especially the Governance and Administration DG 
Cluster and Technical Working Group; and the Social Protection, Community and Human Development 
DG Cluster and Technical Working Group. Furthermore a presentation of the evidence was also 
consulted in Interdepartmental Consultation Workshops hosted by the Department of Planning, 
Monitoring and Evaluation in October 2018 and March 2019. These platforms included government 
representatives, the business and private sectors; trade unions; NGOs; Faith Based organisations; 
community organisations; Chapter 9 institutions and civil society structures. Young people and the 
LGBTQI+ sectors were part of the consultation. 

 

The former Department of Women consulted on the evidence during a National Gender Machinery 
meeting held in January 2019. The report also includes wherever possible the voices of women obtained 
through the extensive process of national dialogues undertaken by the former Department of Women 
from 2017-2019 across municipality and district levels in all 9 provinces in the country. The 

PART 1 

COMPREHENSIVE NATIONAL LEVEL REVIEW 



7 | P a g e 

 

 

dialogues focused on community level participation and included local and traditional and religious 
leadership, faith based organisations, local business organisations, womenôs groups and organisations 
and community based organisations. Women, men, young women, girls, young men and boys 
participated in the dialogues, including HIV+ groups; members of the LGBTQIA+ sectors; rural womenôs 
groups, etc. 

 

The Beijing+25 report has been consulted and therefore validated at a national consultation meeting held 
on 29 June 2019 in which representatives from government, across the provinces and local government, 
womenôs organisations, NGOs, the menôs sector; young womenôs sector; the LGBTQIA+ sector; 
community based organisations; academics; researchers; and civil society organisations participated. 
Their inputs have been captured into this B+25 Report. Participants affirmed the report, and indicated 
they were happy with the data and statistics in the report as it speaks to the realities on the ground as 
well as the lived realities and experiences of women and girls at the community level. They also indicated 
the country has done well in advancing a strong legislative framework that provides for womenôs rights 
and empowerment ï however the implementation has been poor and therefore women do not feel positive 
impact on their lives. The UN high level Representatives present at this meeting also indicated their 
satisfaction with the South African Report particularly in the manner in which it utilised data to indicate 
progress made and highlight the gaps and challenges persisting. 

 
The President of South Africa hosted a National Summit on Gender Based Violence and Femicide in 
November 2018 following the undertaking by the President when he addressed the womenôs 
organisations and women victims / survivors who marched as the #TotalShutdown earlier in 2018. 
Womenôs voices were clearly heard by the President at the National Summit which emerged with a 
Declaration which has since been signed between womenôs organisations and the President in March 
2019. The issues that were raised at the Summit and captured in the Declaration are also reflected upon 
within this review report. 

 

 
 

 

  PRIORITIES, ACHIEVEMENTS, CHALLENGES AND GAPS  
 

This section provides a macro analysis of priorities, achievements, challenges and setbacks, with a focus 
on the past five years, from 2014 to 2019, as well new and emerging priorities for the future. Over the 
first 20 years of the democratic transition in South Africa (1994-2014), the foundations were laid for a 
non-racial and non-sexist society based on fundamental human rights, equality and unity in diversity. In 
2014, the Governmentôs Twenty Year Review Report3 stated that at the end of the fourth administration 
(2009-2014), South Africa was a better place in which to live than it was in 1994, where political and 
social rights of people were protected, and the lives of millions of people have been improved through 
new laws, better public services, expansion of economic opportunities and improved living conditions. 
Despite this, the challenges that faced the country in 2014 were still immense: poverty, inequality, 
unemployment, and violence against women and girls continued to impact negatively on the lives of 
millions - especially Black African women, and in particular those living in rural areas and in informal 
settlements. 

 

 
3 Republic of South Africa, The Presidency; 2014; Medium-Term Strategic Framework (MTSF), Pretoria 

PART II 

NATIONAL REPORT ON BEIJING +25 
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It is against this background that bold and decisive steps had to be taken on a qualitatively different path 
that sought to eliminate poverty, create jobs and sustain livelihoods, and substantially reduce inequality. 
Thus Government emerged with a Medium Term Strategic Framework, which was a  strategic plan for 
the 2014-2019 electoral period, with a renewed commitment to fully implement the National Development 
Plan: Vision 2030 adopted in September 2012. The country considered it important that during the 2014-
2019 period there must be focused attention on the creation of a competitive economy, decent work 
opportunities for all, key social development initiatives such as social security, retirement reform, food 
security for all, land and agricultural reform, national health insurance, improvements in basic education, 
expansion of technical and vocational education, and reducing violent crimes against society. 

 
Thus the 2014-2019 electoral mandate focused on the following priorities: 

¶ Radical economic transformation, rapid economic growth and job creation 

¶ Rural development, land and agrarian reform and food security 

¶ Ensuring access to adequate human settlements and quality basic services 

¶ Improving the quality of and expanding access to education and training 

¶ Ensuring quality health care and social security for all citizens 

¶ Fighting crime and corruption 

¶ Contributing to a better Africa and a better world 

¶ Social cohesion and nation building 
 

In its focus on these priorities, Government elaborated them into fourteen key outcomes and associated 
activities and targets, as follows: 

¶ Outcome 1: Quality Basic Education 

¶ Outcome 2: A Long and Healthy Life for All South Africans 

¶ Outcome 3: All People in South Africa Are and Feel Safe 

¶ Outcome 4: Decent Employment Through Inclusive Growth 

¶ Outcome 5: A Skilled and Capable Workforce to Support an Inclusive Growth Path 

¶ Outcome 6: An Efficient, Competitive and Responsive Economic Infrastructure Network 

¶ Outcome 7: Vibrant, Equitable, Sustainable Rural Communities Contributing Towards Food 
Security for All 

¶ Outcome 8: Sustainable Human Settlements and Improved Quality of Household Life 

¶ Outcome 9: Responsive, Accountable, Effective and Efficient Local Government 

¶ Outcome 10: Protect and Enhance Our Environmental Assets and Natural Resources 

¶ Outcome 11: Create a Better South Africa and Contribute to a Better Africa and a Better World 

¶ Outcome 12: An Efficient, Effective and Development-oriented Public Service 

¶ Outcome 13: A Comprehensive, Responsive and Sustainable Social Protection System 

¶ Outcome 14:A Diverse, Socially Cohesive Society with a Common National Identity 
 

Top five priorities for accelerating progress for women and girls in the country over the past five years 
through laws, policies and or programmes included job creation and sustainable growth; improving 
access to education for girls especially in the STEM field; addressing womenôs health in particular 
maternal mortality, the high levels of HIV and AIDS in young women, addressing violence against women 
and gender based violence in particular issues of rape and sexual offences, femicide and intimate partner 
violence, killings and rape of lesbian and gay women and addressing trafficking in women and girls; 
economic empowerment of women in particular women owned businesses, SMMEs, women 
cooperatives, women vendors, hawkers and village and township enterprises; development of rural 
women; among others. 
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In this regard the country focused on ensuring equality and non-discrimination under the law and access 
to justice for women; poverty reduction, agricultural productivity and food security for women; right to 
work and rights at work (e.g. gender pay gap, occupational segregation, career progression) and womenôs 
entrepreneurship and womenôs enterprises. 

 
However South Africa also focused on other issues such as: 

¶ Political participation and representation 

¶ Unpaid care and domestic work / work-family conciliation (e.g. paid maternity or parental leave, 
care services) 

¶ Gender-responsive social protection (e.g. universal health coverage, cash transfers, pensions) 

¶ Basic services and infrastructure (water, sanitation, energy, transport etc.) 

¶ Strengthening womenôs participation in ensuring environmental sustainability 

¶ Gender-responsive budgeting 

¶ Digital and financial inclusion for women 

¶ Gender-responsive disaster risk reduction and resilience building 

¶ Changing negative social norms and gender stereotypes 
 

The country has made enormous political, social and economic strides. There is, however, concern that the 
institutionalisation of the transformation agenda for women may have slowed down. Central to this concern 
are the continuing challenges and multiplicity of oppressions faced by South African women informed by their 
differently constructed subjective positions in relation to the political, economic, and social power structures. 
Although the agenda for gender equality and womenôs empowerment in South Africa is advanced in 
comparison with many other countries, efforts to achieve gender equality and womenôs empowerment through 
legislative and policy interventions have yet to substantially transform society and the economy. 

 

Overview of Progress Made: 2014-2019 
 

South Africa has accomplished substantial success in the structural establishment of institutional mechanisms 
for advancing womenôs empowerment across all state functions, and in inserting gender equality principles 
into legislation. The founding provisions and the Bill of Rights enshrined in the Constitution enabled the 
establishment of institutional arrangements for the advancement of womenôs rights, empowerment and gender 
equality at the highest levels of government such as the Office on the Status of Women in 1997, which has 
since evolved into a dedicated Ministry for Women located in the Presidency. Following the 2019 elections, it 
evolved further into the Department of Women, Youth and Persons with Disabilities and is still located within 
the Presidency. 

 
Women, democracy and governance 

 
Government has striven to transform the state sector and to ensure that mechanisms are in place to 
prioritise the progress of women in all sectors of public life. It is evident from all available data that women 
have made significant progress in all areas of the civil service - from the number of women serving as 
Members of Parliament and Legislatures; holding mayoral positions and serving on local councils; women 
serving in leadership positions in the Executive or Cabinet level; in senior positions in the judiciary, the 
military, diplomatic corps and in government. Progress has been much slower in the private sector where 
gendered norms and practices continue to prevail and corporate responses to the imperative of gender 
equality have been tardy and resisted. Women are poorly represented on company boards and senior 
management positions, including on companies listed on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange (JSE). 
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The democratic government has accomplished substantial success in advancing womenôs representation 
and gender equality across the state machinery, and in inserting gender equality principles and womenôs 
rights into a wide range of laws and policies. The rights of women workers are protected through 
progressive labour laws introduced by government. Womenôs economic and social empowerment is 
promoted through legislation and related policies, charters and quotas. 

 

Substantial gains in other areas have been made as well. There has been a steady increase in the number 
of women elected as Speakers, Ministers, Deputy Ministers, Premiers, MECs, MPs, MPLs, Mayors, 
Councillors, Chairpersons of Portfolio Committees, the NCOP, and Chapter 9 institutions. There is 
tremendous progress in the representation of women ministers in cabinet reaching 50% in June 2019. 
Following the 6th democratic elections, President Ramaphosa has appointed 14 female and 14 male ministers 
ï resulting in a 50/50 gender parity among ministers in Cabinet for the very first time. 

 
The trend is similar for the representation of women as deputy ministers, increasing to 42.85% in April 
2019. South Africa has 46.1% of seats in parliament taken up by women following the 2019 elections.. 

 
Following the first local government elections in 1995, there was 19% women overall in this sphere of 
governance. This figure has increased to 41% women overall following the 2016 local government elections. 
Following the 2016 Local Government Elections, overall in the country there is a 39% representation of 
women as municipal mayors. 

 
There has been a substantial increase in the percentage of women judges to 35.5% in 2018. There are 
approximately 44% women magistrates in South Africa, with most of them located as Regional Court 
Presidents (i.e. over 50%). 

 

Important strides have been made in increasing the number of women in senior management positions in 
the public service, including as Directors-General and Heads of Departments in national and provincial 
departments. Women have broken down the barriers of entry in sectors such as the military, police force, 
navy and air force. The gap between men and women in the Public Sector is widening towards 2018,  skewed 
in the favour of women, with women making up more than 50% of all public servants. 

 
Albeit inadequate, we have made some inroads in increasing the number of women in management and 
decision-making positions in the private sector and state-owned enterprises, especially with respect to 
professional women, women CEOs, women directors and women managers. In 2018, women only comprise 
21.2% of the top management level. The gap between women and men is very wide. According to the 2017 
Business Womenôs Association of South Africa Leadership Census, only 20.7% of directors and 29.4% of 
executive managers are women. At the top leadership level of organisations, women account for only 11.8% 
of CEOs or chairpersons. 

 
Womenõs Economic Empowerment 

 
Economic transformation and the empowerment of women within the economy have been stated goals 
of government since 1994. The challenge for the country has been to ensure that women are not only 
integrated into the formal economy, but also equipped with the education and skills required to participate 
in a modern economy. South Africa has introduced a range of policies and programmes designed to 
facilitate womenôs economic empowerment, to provide business resources, information and opportunities 
for women entrepreneurs, as well as a range of interventions designed to achieve womenôs empowerment 
and gender equality in the agriculture sector. Success has been limited, partly as a result of weak 
economic growth, particularly since the economic crisis of 2007 and partly as a 
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result of gendered barriers to entry into the formal sector. As a result, women are over-represented in 
informal and vulnerable employment. 

 
Womenôs equality and socio-economic independence are important for domestic development and growth 
and constitutes a vital part of sustained development and democracy. Economic empowerment of women is 
just not about their spending power ïit is about more equitable ownership, control and management of the 
economy, in order to reduce income inequality and expand access to opportunities, employment, 
entrepreneurship, access to credit, training and skills development. It remains significant in addressing 
womenôs poverty, in particular the high levels of poverty experienced by African women. There is a significant 
disparity in poverty levels between population groups and sex of individuals. In general, black African females, 
women in rural areas, and those with no education are the main victims in the ongoing struggle against 
poverty. There is a higher proportion of females (41.7%) in 2015 living below the Lower Bound Poverty Level 
compared to males (38.2%). Black Africans females continue to carry a disproportionate burden of poverty 
levels compared to African males, and when compared to women of all other population groupings in the 
country. Individuals living in female-headed households also continue to account for shares in poverty that 
are larger than their shares in the population. A household headed by a female has a 48% probability of 
being poor compared to a 28% probability for a household headed by a male. 

 
In 2017, although women constituted 51% of the total population of South Africa, they make up only 44.3% 
of the employed workforce, which is often concentrated at lower levels of organisations. Gender based 
discrimination and segregation in the labour market, as well as the weak regulation of those markets have 
served to confine women to jobs that are low paid and of poor quality in terms of working conditions and 
access to social protection. Women comprise a majority of small business owners in South Africa but make 
up a minority of workers in the formal sector. The South African labour market is generally more favourable 
to men than it is to women and men are more likely to be in paid employment than women, regardless of 
race in general, but with particular significance for African women in the main. Significant numbers of women, 
mainly Black African women, remain in low-productivity jobs, often in informal sector enterprises whose 
access to technology is poor. Women are also more likely than men to be involved in unpaid work, with about 
55.2% of those involved in non-market activities being women as measured in the second quarter of 2018. 

 
Men outnumber women amongst the employed by more than two million. There are around one-quarter more 
women than men amongst the non-searching unemployed. Men have better labour market outcomes 
(employment as opposed to unemployment) and women dominate amongst those with worse labour market 
outcomes (non-searching unemployment as opposed to narrow unemployment). Working-age women are 
less likely than their male counterparts to be employed, and that economically active women are more likely 
than men to be unemployed. Labour force participation rates amongst women are substantially lower than 
those of men, irrespective of the unemployment definition used. Even though women are exposed to formal 
labour markets, including in the extractive industries, opportunities are minimal or limited for them. One main 
factor in this is óoccupational segregationô defined as the division of the labour markets based on gender. 

 
While there is still a long way to go, women have started to break through glass ceilings in the corporate 
world, especially in previously male dominated fields such as manufacturing, finance, big business, science, 
engineering, mathematics, technology, ICT related fields, mining and construction. Overall,  women have 
made significant strides in ensuring that they are better represented and have a voice in parliament, in 
the judiciary, in cabinet, in the public service, in the corporate world, and in society at large. 



12 | P a g e 

 

 

Social Transformation and Social Justice for Women 
 

The successful process of democratization in South Africa has engendered high expectations for its 
transformation, but social transformation has proved difficult in both the political and the economic realm, 
and especially most challenging in changing the lives of women, particularly Black African women. 
According to Statistics South Africa, (Time Use Survey,2001)4 women are more likely to do the work of 
rearing and caring for children, caring for other household members, cooking, cleaning, and fetching 
water and fuel. These types of activities can be seen as 'reproductive' work. Men, meanwhile, are more 
likely to be producing goods and services exchanged in the market. 

 
One of the greatest development challenges has been the severe inequality in access to basic services 
across different demographic segments of the population, with women bearing the brunt of poor or non- 
existent services. Government has sought to promote womenôs rights through targeted interventions, 
putting measures in place to address access to basic services, which includes water, electricity, 
sanitation, housing and food security, affordable transport and access to information. Given that women 
are the poorest of the poor in the country, special measures especially in the access to basic services 
took on a significant element in transforming the quality of lives of women. This in turn impacts on the 
well-being of the family and children. 

 
When the access to basic services are affected negatively, the impact is felt the strongest by women by 
virtue of the gendered division of labour and the gendered roles and responsibilities that women play in 
the family and in the up-bringing of children. Women carry the biggest burden of household chores, 
including cooking, washing, cleaning and caring for the young, elderly sick and frail. In this regard, access 
to clean drinking water, electricity for cooking and easy and close sanitation facilities would enable women 
to undertake these responsibilities with a minimal effort. The impact of the lack of such facilities is felt 
strongly in rural areas and in urban human informal settlements. Once more the impact is felt the strongest 
by the women and young girls living in these areas. 

 
Women and Health 

 
In 1994 South Africa introduced the Policy on Universal Access to Primary health, which formed the basis 
for healthcare delivery programmes. Pregnant women and children under the age of six years receive 
free health care. Access to reproductive health care programmes and antenatal care services are 
amongst the achievements of the health care system. In 2018, women are outliving their male 
counterparts. The decline in adult mortality rate is as result of the extensive roll-out of Antiretroviral (ARV) 
treatment and due to the more responsiveness by women to accessing testing, treatment and care for 
HIV over the years. The South African Government prioritized womenôs health through implementation 
of various interventions aimed at ensuring access to health services and improving the quality of care for 
pregnant women. 

 
The HIV burden varies widely by geography, age and gender, and for key and vulnerable populations. 
Women within the age group of 15-49 years bear the greatest brunt of the HIV pandemic. The HIV 
prevalence rate for women in this age group is higher than that for all adults in that same age group  and 
when measured against the prevalence rate for the entire population. Whilst much has been achieved 
over the past years, South Africa still has high rates of HIV and unintended pregnancies, with one in three 
young women aged 15-24 years experiencing an unintended pregnancy before age 20. 

 
 
 
 

4 Statistics South Africa: 2001: A Survey of Time Use. How South African Men and Women Spend Their Time, Pretoria. 
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Contraception coverage in South Africa is high and the unmet need for family planning remains relatively 
low. However rates of unintended pregnancy, contraceptive failure and knowledge gaps demonstrate high 
levels of unmet need, especially among black Africans and young women. However although more women 
now have access to contraceptives, its use is influenced by a number of factors including socioeconomic 
development, urbanisation; womenôs education and status in society; cultural norms and beliefs; and the 
knowledge and attitudes of individuals. Persistent gender inequality in the economic, social and private 
spheres continues to undermine the sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights of women and 
girls. 

 
Despite the many gains made in addressing issues of womenôs health and well-being, many women are 
still not accessing quality health care in public health care facilities. Women are still dying during child- 
birth processes and some are still not able to access antenatal and post natal services. Teenage 
pregnancy remains unacceptably high in the country, and evidence demonstrates that teenage maternal 
mortality is a challenge in the country. Many unwanted pregnancies are being terminated through 
backstreet and illegal abortion procedures, increasing the vulnerability of women and girls to many risks, 
including in some cases even death. Increasing levels of HIV prevalence and infections affects mainly 
young women in the age group 15-24. Evidence also points to reduced condom usage in the recent past. 
Women and young girls are susceptible to other non-communicable diseases as well including high levels 
of breast, ovarian and uterine cancers; diabetes; blood pressure problems, as well as issues of obesity 
and /or conditions related to extreme dieting such as bulimia and anorexia. 

 
In addition womenôs inadequate and poor access to quality health care and well-being is exacerbated by 
poor and inadequate infrastructure such as lack of clinics and public health care facilities; the poor 
maintenance of such facilities where they do exist; and in some instances the distance needed to be 
travelled to access the facilities. Inadequate access to good public transport contributes to the challenges 
faced by mainly poor, African and /or rural based women. Women are also subjected to poor treatment 
in clinics and hospitals resulting in long queues, inadequate availability of medicines; deaths of new born 
infants; poor treatment by nurses and doctors in hospitals and clinics, among many other challenges 
faced. 

 
One of the main challenges faced by women in accessing quality health care is that of affordability. 
Access to medical aid funds are mainly enjoyed by more affluent women in the country leaving poorer 
women forced to utilise inadequate and poor primary health care services in the country. This factor leads 
to the growing inequalities not only between rich and poor in the country, but between men and women 
in the same population grouping; as well as between women in the different population groups. 

 
Women and Education 

 
South Africa has introduced policies to facilitate gender equality and equity in education. The 2015 MDG 
country report indicates that South Africa succeeded in securing the universal enrolment of all children of 
primary school-going age, as well as gender parity, in schools across the country by 2009. 

 
The percentage of individuals over the age of 20 years who could be regarded as functionally illiterate has 
declined noticeably for both men and women. In 2016, slightly more females than male had educational 
attainment below matric. There seems to be an almost even distribution for graduates and those with other 
tertiary qualifications. The percentage pass rate for male and female learners for the National  Senior 
Certificate since 2008 show higher pass rates for males compared to females over time. Female learnersô 
results have been below the national average over the past 12 years. The number of female learners who 
wrote Mathematics and Physical sciences over the years has been higher than the number 
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of male learners. However, the performance of male learners is better than that of female learners in both 
Mathematics and Physical science in terms of percentages attained. 

 
Evidence shows higher female enrolment in institutions of higher learning. More than half of the students 
enrolled in public higher education institutions in 2016 were women. Although the gendered inequalities 
and context in education have greatly changed in recent years with women outnumbering men, fields of 
study taken by girls and boys continue to mirror gender-typical patterns. The enrolment trend for the two 
years indicates higher enrolment in Business & Commerce and Humanities for women while higher 
enrolments for men were in Science, Engineering & Technology and Business & Commerce. 

 
Higher numbers of women are awarded diplomas, certificates, under-graduate degrees up to honours 
degrees. However, the trend changes from Masters and Doctoral degrees in favour of men. While women 
constitute about 52% of the population, only 42.3 of the doctoral graduates produced in 2016 are women. 
Black women are still under represented while black men seem to be more advantaged. Overall, women 
outnumber men in the number of graduates but sex segregation in fields of study persists. This could be a 
reflection of persistent gender stereotypes which still remain strong. 

 
Despite the many gains made in terms of women and girlsô education, there are several key challenges that 
persist. In South Africa, despite near-universal enrolment in primary and secondary education, many 
adolescents are failing to complete secondary schooling successfully, with inadequate pass rates in science 
and mathematics a cause for serious concern. At the secondary level, even though more girls are registered 
to sit for the National Senior Certificate examinations at the end of Grade 12, evidence shows that more 
boys than girls pass the National Senior Certificate exams. The gendered division is also evident in the 
subjects that girls pass as compared to boys i.e. fewer girls pass math, physical science and technology 
subjects. Evidence also points to the challenge of high female dropout ratio in secondary schooling as well 
as very high teenage pregnancy rates among secondary school-going girls. A challenge remains that some 
teenage moms fail to return to schooling once they have delivered their babies thus limiting their life chances 
and economic potential. Where girls return into the schooling system after their pregnancies, they are 
subjected to household and child care responsibilities after school hours, thus also limiting the time 
attributed to studies. 

 
In rural areas, girls walk long distances to schools increasing their vulnerability to rape, sexual crimes, 
harassment, trafficking, and abductions for ukuthwala purposes, as well as dangers of natural disasters 
such as crossing flooded rivers. Where children have access to public transportation to schools, young 
girls become victims of sexual violence in taxis and buses and by taxi drivers themselves. There are 
instances where school girls are subjects of the ñsugar-daddyò or ñblessorò syndrome prevalent in the 
country. 

 
Young women at institutions of higher learning are subjected to rape and other forms of sexual violence 
and harassment by both male students and lecturers. This is a matter of huge concern in the country. 

 
Gender Based Violence 

 
One of the fundamental challenges that persist in the country is that of patriarchal and gender stereotyped 
thinking. This results in misogyny and gender based violence. Women and girls are subjected to high 
levels of rape, sexual offences, femicide, domestic violence and intimate partner violence. The LGBTIQ+ 
sector is subjected to inhuman and violent crimes as a result of their sexual orientation. 
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Government has enacted legislative reforms, approved progressive policies and implemented 
programmes that give expression to the constitutional rights of women and girls to equality, human 
dignity, freedom and security of the person. However, the high levels of violence and gender-based 
crimes committed against women and girls are a matter of serious concern. The scourge of violence 
against women and girls persists, however, as a result of the persistence of patriarchal norms and of the 
failure to effectively implement laws, policies and provision of services to victims and survivors. 
Patriarchal violence that drives the systematic abuse and oppression of women as result of male 
supremacy, societal norms, cultural beliefs and value systems with regard to gender roles remains a 
significant policy and implementation conundrum. 

 

The review report details the extent of the scourge of violence against women and girls and gender based 
violence in the country and provides the several measures that are being put in place or already in place 
to address this scourge. 

 
National Priorities for the next five years 

 
The seven policy priorities that the country will focus on over the next five years are: 

¶ Economic transformation and job creation 

¶ Education, skills and health 

¶ Consolidating the social wage through reliable and quality basic services 

¶ Spatial integration, human settlements and local governmentô 

¶ Social cohesion and safe communities 

¶ Building a capable, ethical and developmental state 

¶ A better Africa and world 
 

The gender responsive priorities that the country will be focusing on over the next five years will be built 
into the national priorities. Policy priorities required to address these challenges over the next five years 
(2019-2024) and in the medium (2019-2030) to long (2019-2044) term include: 

 

¶ Addressing gender inequality and the effective implementation of gender mainstreaming across 
all sectors of society; 

¶ Implementing and embedding gender responsive planning, budgeting, monitoring, evaluation 
and auditing across different sectors 

¶ Full and effective implementation of our laws and policies adopted in the country; 

¶ Greater emphasis should be placed on womenôs economic emancipation; 

¶ Transforming unequal gender relations; 

¶ Critical to the success of our national effort to build a united, prosperous and a non-sexist society 
espoused in our Constitution, is to confront head-on the culture of patriarchy, toxic masculinity, 
misogyny, hierarchies and languages that perpetuate the demons of patriarchal norms 
throughout all corners of our society, including in the public service. 

 
 
 

 

 

This section covers progress across the 12 critical areas of concern of the Beijing Platform for Action. 
To facilitate the analysis, the 12 critical areas of concern have been clustered into six overarching 

PROGRESS ACROSS THE 12 CRITICAL AREAS OF CONCERN 
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dimensions that highlight the alignment of the BPfA with the 2030 Agenda. This approach is aimed at 
facilitating reflections about the implementation of both frameworks in a mutually reinforcing manner to 
accelerate progress for all women and girls. 

 

 INCLUSIVE DEVELOPMENT, SHARED PROSPERITY AND DECENT WORK  

 
This section seeks to provide progress made against (i) Critical Areas of Concern A on Women and 
Poverty; (ii) Critical Areas of Concern F on Women and the Economy; (iii) Critical Areas of Concern I on 
Human Rights of Women; and (iv) Critical Areas of Concern L on the Girl Child. The section also seeks 
to respond to the UN Women Guidance Note ï Section 2, Questions 6-8. 

 
According to Statistics South Africa5, women globally are more likely to do the work of rearing and caring 
for children, caring for other household members, cooking, cleaning, and fetching water and fuel. These 
types of activities can be seen as 'reproductive' work. Men, meanwhile, are more likely to be producing 
goods and services exchanged in the market. Reproductive workers produce a wide range of goods and 
services. Many of these services have their equivalents in the market economy; the bulk of these services 
are provided on an unpaid basis. 

 
Statistics South Africa6 found that South African women spent on average, a larger proportion of their day 
(23%) on productive activities than men (19%). The survey reveals that for those households which 
collected water, irrespective of the distance from the source, women and girls were more likely than men 
and boys to be responsible for collecting water7. Women spent more time per day on household 
maintenance (181 minutes) compared with men (74 minutes) and spent more time per day (32 minutes), 
taking care of household members compared with men (4 minutes). Men spent more time per day (218 
minutes) attending to social and cultural issues compared with women (171 minutes). Women spent 2.2 
times more what their male counterparts spent on household maintenance. Women with children less 
than 7 years spent more than 4 hours doing household activities and 1 hour 25 minutes caring for children 
and other members of the household. Men in the similar situations spent 1 hour 16 minutes on household 
maintenance activities and 15 minutes caring for children and other household members.The gender 
difference for household maintenance was lowest when the household monthly expenditure was R6 001 
or more. Women spent less time working in establishments (105 minutes per day) compared to men (182 
minutes per day). This presents a huge disparity8. 

 
An environment that enables and empowers women to effectively engage in the labour market and be 
productive is essential to eliminate the various economic and social inequalities that exist between men 
and women. The centrality of the labour market to womenôs ability to interact with the broader economy 
cannot be emphasised enough. Importantly, allowing women to take up productive employment helps 
ensure that society more broadly directly reaps the benefits of the investment in women. 

 
Economic growth, however, will be short-lived if the focus is entirely on women participating in the labour 
force, and not on a wider understanding of economic empowerment. A broader notion of economic 
empowerment comprises both the market economy where women participate in the labour market, and 
the care economy which sustains and nurtures the market economy9. 

 
 

 
5 Statistics South Africa: 2001: A Survey of Time Use. How South African Men and Women Spend Their Time, Pretoria 
6 Ibid 
7 Ibid. 
8 Statistics South Africa: 2013: A Survey of Time Use: 2010, Pretoria 
9 ODI. 2015. Balancing Paid Work and Unpaid Care Work to Achieve Womenôs Economic Empowerment. 
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Achieving on-going change requires policy and programme actions that will cement the gains made and 
continue to achieve improvements in women's access to secure livelihoods and economic resources, 
alleviate their extreme responsibilities with regard to housework, remove remaining legal impediments to 
their participation in public life, and raise social awareness through effective programmes of education 
and mass communication. In addition, improving the status of women also enhances their decision-
making capacity at all levels in all spheres of life, but especially in the area of economic participation. 

 
The apartheid economy that democratic South Africa inherited was built on systematically enforced 
exclusion linked to racial division in every sphere. The apartheid state deliberately excluded black people, 
especially women, from opportunities in the labour market and direct ownership of businesses and land10. 
The state limited investment in infrastructure and services in black communities, and black entrepreneurs 
were denied access to industrial and retail sites, as well as credit. Furthermore, apartheid limited the 
residential rights of Africans in the economically developed areas of the country unless they had a white 
employer, creating a system of migrant labour and impoverished rural areas that were characterised by 
extraordinarily high levels of poverty and joblessness, particularly for women. In addition this scenario 
created an economic inequality where black African women were mainly confined to live-in domestic work 
in mainly white households in white suburbs. 

 
The results were high levels of poverty and inequality, slow economic growth and falling investment, 
accompanied by rising joblessness, a poorly educated workforce and skills shortages, high cost 
structures and an eroded manufacturing base. Unemployment became a key factor behind the high level 
of inequality and poverty. Black women and youth, as well as black people were particularly likely to be 
poor and unemployed. There were also structural inequalities in the workplace. Under apartheid, a variety 
of measures effectively limited most skilled work to non-Africans, while entrenching hierarchical and 
oppressive management in many workplaces. 

 

South Africa has had the dual challenge of adapting to the shifts in the global economy as well as 
implementing radical economic transformation policies to address long-standing structural dynamics and 
finding effective instruments to overcome the countryôs persistent problems of unemployment, poverty 
and inequality over the years. For legislators and policy makers a core consideration at the heart of many 
of these problems is the gendered nature of disadvantage in South Africa, where women typically face 
the consequences of gender norms and the unequal division of labour. 

 
Despite transformation efforts in the country, representation of women in management and in the 
workplace, across all sectors of the economy, including manufacturing, remains unacceptably skewed11. 
Glaring gender disparities remain in remuneration, conditions of service, skills development and 
economic access. Other significant barriers which affect womenôs participation to developmental 
opportunities are access to education; unfavourable economic structures including limited access to 
credit facilities and financial skills training, traditions and the disregard of womenôs unpaid care work12. 

 
Gender based discrimination and segregation in the labour market, as well as the weak regulation of 
those markets have served to confine women to jobs that are low paid and of poor quality in terms of 
working conditions and access to social protection13. Measures also need to be taken to promote the 
equal sharing of unpaid care work between women and men and between family and society. 

 

 
10 Department of Performance Monitoring and Evaluation: 2014. 20 Year Review ï Economic Transformation 
11 The Department of Trade and Industry: 2018: Industrial Policy Action Plan: Economic sectors, employment and infrastructure development cluster 
2018/19 - 2020/21 
12 Levendale, C.: Towards Womenôs Economic Empowerment: An overview of challenges, achievements, legislative mechanisms and programmes. 
13 International Alliance of Women, https://womenalliance.org/womens-economic-empowerment-in-the-changing-world-of-work 

https://womenalliance.org/womens-economic-empowerment-in-the-changing-world-of-work
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Women comprise a majority of small business owners in South Africa but make up a minority of workers 
in the formal sector14. The South African labour market is generally more favourable to men than it is to 
women and men are more likely to be in paid employment than women, regardless of race15. Significant 
numbers of women remain in low-productivity jobs, often in informal sector enterprises whose access to 
technology is poor. Women are also more likely than men to be involved  in unpaid work, with about 
55.2% of those involved in non-market activities being women as measured in the second quarter of 
201816. 

 
These factors continue to place limits on womenôs total access to productive resources that could be 
used as collateral. As a result, they continue to lag behind men in the ability to obtain credit and bank 
loans so that access to credit and bank services remains a major obstacle for improving the economic 
situation of poor South Africans in general and women in particular. This has seen clear government 
action in ensuring that women-owned enterprises are integrated into the mainstream economic activity 
and that skills development, access to finance and technology, youth development, building sustainable 
partnerships and ensuring that women are able to access economic markets are prioritised. 

 
According to Statistics South Africa, the labour market in the country is more favourable to men than it is 
to women and men are more likely to be in paid employment than women, regardless of race. Further, 
women are more likely than men to be involved in unpaid work17. Not only are women less likely to be 
employed than men, but they also earn lower wages than men with the same endowments. This indicates 
that women face worse labour outcomes than men at least partly because of societal norms which serve 
to discriminate against women in the workplace. 

 
The number of South African women in higher-skilled occupations has increased dramatically. With the 
exception of skilled agricultural and fishery work, women have made net gains in higher-skilled 
employment. There has been increased feminisation of the labour market in the post-apartheid period 
and this can be attributed to at least some of these factors such as lower marriage and fertility rates  and 
changes in household structure. 

 
South Africa has conducted two standalone national time use studies. StatsSA conducted the first South 
African time use study in 2000 and followed this up with a second one in 2010. The aim of the surveys 
was to understand the economic and social well-being of men and women in society. Two main objectives 
of the surveys were to improve the concept, methodology, and measurement of the work and work-related 
activities; and to help develop policies that promote gender equity. Recent work on time allocations to 
market and home production across the lifecycle in South Africa suggest that womenôs care 
responsibilities displace time for market work. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

14 OECD: 2014. Social Institutions and Gender Index. 
15 StatsSA: 2018 at http://www.statssa.gov.za/?p=11375 
16 StatsSA: 2018 at http://www.statssa.gov.za/?p=11375 
17 Statistics South Africa: 2018: Labour Force Survey Q2. 

http://www.statssa.gov.za/?p=11375
http://www.statssa.gov.za/?p=11375
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Figure 1: Allocation of time across the lifecycle by gender, 2010 

Source: Oosthuizen: Counting Womenõs Work in South Africa 2018 

 

 
In 2010, women between the ages of 20 and 29 years were estimated to have spent 2.3 hours per day 
in market production activities, and 4.7 hours in household production activities. While men spent more 
time in market production than women, the opposite is true for household production. In both age groups, 
women spent more time in total in productive activities than men: amongst 20-29-year olds the difference 
is 19%, while amongst 30-49-year olds it is 8%. 

 
Government cannot directly affect such factors as fertility, cultural norms and household influences that 
impact the participation of women in the economy, however, it provides incentive funding, start-up funding 
and other measures to assist women to improve their financial positions and through doing this create an 
enabling environment for womenôs participation in the economy. 

 
The South African Government provided targeted support to women enterprises through programmes 
and policies that ensure and accelerate the sustainable participation of women in the mainstream 
economy. It introduced various initiatives targeted at women, with the ultimate goal of developing 
sustainable enterprises that contribute to the country's gross domestic product, employment, equity and 
economic transformation to enable women to have equal access to and control over economic resources. 
The aim is to reverse the imbalances created by previous policies and programmes, which impacted 
negatively on women-owned enterprises and hindered their participation in the economy; to transform 
economic conditions; as well as create an enabling environment for women enterprises. 

 
By December 2018, the working-age population was estimated at 38.1 million in total, with women slightly 
outnumbering men and accounting for 50.5% of the total18. 

 
Table 1: Labour market statistics by gender, 2016 and 2018 Q4 
Aggregates (ô000s) 2016   2018 Q4 (October ð December) 

 
Male Female Total Male Female Total 

 
 
 
 

 
18 Statistics South Africa: 2018: Quarterly Labour Force Survey (2018 Q4), Pretoria 
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Working-age population 18 102 18 567 36 669 18 867 19 267 38 134 

Employed 8 906 6 874 15 780 9 279 7 250 16 529 

Narrow unemployed 2 926 2 827 5 753 3 113 3 027 6 139 

Narrow labour force 11 832 9 701 21 533 12 392 10 276 22 668 

Expanded unemployed 3 995 4 143 8 138 4 635 5 071 9 706 

Expanded labour force 12 901 11 018 23 919 13 915 12 320 26 235 

Non-searching unemployed 1 069 1 316 2 386 1 263 1 577 2 841 

Rates (%)       

Employment-to-population ratio 49.3 37.2 43.2 49.2 37.6 43.3 

Narrow unemployment rate 24.7 29.1 26.7 25.1 29.5 27.1 

Expanded unemployment rate 31.0 37.6 34.0 33,3 41.2 37.0 

Source: StatsSA, Labour Market Dynamics (2016); Quarterly Labour Force Survey (2018Q4). 

 

There are important gender differences in some of these aggregates, however. For example, men 
outnumber women amongst the employed by more than two million; in contrast, the gap is just over  100 
000 within the narrow unemployed, while there are around one-quarter more women than men amongst 
the non-searching unemployed. As a result, women account for 52.2% of the expanded unemployed. In 
other words, men form the majority of those with better labour market outcomes (employment as opposed 
to unemployment) and women dominate amongst those with worse labour market outcomes (non-
searching unemployment as opposed to narrow unemployment). 

 
The implication of these differences is that working-age women are less likely than their male counterparts 
to be employed, and that economically active women are more likely than men to be unemployed. For 
example, the national employment-to-population ratio in 2018 Q4 was 43.3%, but there was a difference 
of 11.6 percentage points between the ratios for men and women. Thus, nearly half of all working-age 
men were employed compared to 37.6% of working-age women. At the same time, female unemployment 
rates are higher than those of males: the difference was 4.4 percentage points for the narrow 
unemployment rate, and 7.9 percentage points for the expanded unemployment rate. 

 
Labour force participation rates amongst women are substantially lower than those of men, irrespective 
of the unemployment definition used. In the fourth quarter of 2018, the narrow labour force participation 
rate amongst males (65.7%) was 12.4 percentage points higher than that of females (53.3%). 

 
The table below elaborates on the gender difference in participation rates, disaggregating by location and 
race. Irrespective of the disaggregation, males have the highest labour force participation rates. Amongst 
Africans and Coloureds, male labour force participation rates are roughly 12 percentage points higher 
than those of women. This gap is, though, substantially wider amongst whites (19.5 percentage points) 
and Asians (29.7 percentage points). Male participation rates range between 63.2% (African men) and 
77.3% (white men). This contrasts with the participation rates for women, which range from 45.5% 
amongst Asian women to 58.3% amongst coloured women. Thus, the highest female labour force 
participation rate (that of coloured females) is lower than the lowest male participation rate (that of African 
males). 
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Table 2: Labour force participation rates by gender and race, 2018 
 Urban   Rural   Overall   

 Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total 

African 72.4 61.7 67.1 48.3 37.4 42.7 63.2 52.1 57.6 

Coloured 71.8 57.9 64.6 76.5 63.6 70.4 72.1 58.3 64.9 

Asian 74.9 45.6 60.6 93.6 24.3 85.1 75.2 45.5 60.9 

White 76.7 58.0 67.3 87.8 52.8 71.7 77.3 57.8 67.5 

Total 72.9 60.2 66.5 49.4 38.0 43.5 65.5 52.9 59.1 

Labour 

Force (ó000s) 
9 326 7 739 17 065 2 925 2 380 5 305 12 251 10 119 22 370 

Source: StatsSA, Quarterly Labour Force Survey (2018Q2). 

 

In urban areas, male labour force participation rates across race groups are very similar with almost 
three-quarters of men participating in the labour force. Indeed, labour force participation rates for all four 
race groups are within five percentage points of each other. Amongst urban females, the range of 
participation rates is three times wider: participation rates are lowest amongst Asians (45.6%) and highest 
amongst Africans (61.7%). On average, 60.2% of urban women are active in the labour force. 

 
In rural areas, though, South Africans are much less likely to be economically active: just 43.5% of rural 
adults participate in the labour force in 2018. Unlike in urban areas, there is wide variation across race 
groups in participation rates amongst both males and females. Amongst males, participation ranges from 
around five out of ten (48.3%) amongst Africans to around nine out of ten amongst Asians and Whites; 
amongst females, it ranges from fewer than three out of ten (24.3%) amongst Asians to more than six 
out of ten (63.6%) amongst coloureds. Thus, as is the case in urban areas, the range in rural areas is 
much wider for females than males. 

 
These low levels of labour force participation have implications for the extent of poverty in areas and this 
is where government programmes targeted at supporting businesses may face challenges in reaching 
potential beneficiaries. One reason for this is that information that is readily available on government 
programmes may not be easily accessible in non-urban areas. Another reason is that businesses 
themselves in non-urban areas may be more marginal and may require different types of interventions 
compared to urban enterprises. 

 
Gender differences extend beyond high-level labour market outcomes and are observable in various 
areas of employment. Even though women are exposed to formal labour markets, including in the 
extractive industries, opportunities are minimal or limited for them. One main factor in this is óoccupational 
segregationô defined as the division of the labour markets based on gender, which limits womenôs 
employment opportunities in the sector, regardless of their experience or educational qualifications.19 

 

Female employment is concentrated in four industries20: community, social and personal (CSP) services 
(31.4%); wholesale and retail trade (22.1%); private households (14.6%); and finance (13.2%). Together, 
these four industries account for 81.3% of total female employment. In contrast, male employment is less 
concentrated with five industries each accounting for between 13% and 19% of  total male employment. 
The four industries accounting for the largest proportions of total male employmentðwholesale and retail 
trade (18.6%), CSP services (15.6%), finance (14.6%), and construction (14.1%)ðtogether account for 
62.9% of male employment. In construction, there are eight times as many men in the industry than 
there are women. In manufacturing, agriculture and utilities, 

 
 

19 Commission for Gender Equality: 2016: Talking the Talk, Not Walking the Walk: pg.22. 
20 Department of Women: 2019: A Report on the Gendered Analysis of Governmentôs Incentive Schemes ï especially those administered by the Dti, 

Unpublished (Report developed for the DoW by the Development Policy and Research Unit, University of Cape Town ï 2018/19) 
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men outnumber women by a ratio of between 2.0 and 2.5 to one, while in wholesale and retail trade (1.1) 
and finance (1.4) the ratios are much lower. 

 
There are various reasons for these differences between industries. For instance, women have 
historically not been employed in large numbers in industries where jobs are dangerous and require 
physical strength. Thus, relatively few women have been employed in mining and construction. Such 
patterns may be perpetuated by attitudes towards womenôs employment in those sectors (held by both 
men and women), as well as attitudes, preferences or even discrimination on the part of firms. 
Conversely, womenôs dominance in CSP services is explained by the fact that female-dominated 
occupations such as nursing and teaching are concentrated within the industry; similarly, the vast majority 
of domestic workers in South Africa are female, explaining their dominance within private households. 
Globally, services sectors are found to be more accessible to women (ILO, 2010), explaining the relatively 
narrow gap in wholesale and retail trade and finance and business services. 

 

African women constitute a relatively large proportion of female employment in the informal sector and in 
private households compared with their share of total female employment. In rural areas women (as well 
as men) are much less likely to be economically active. 

 
The ten industries listed in the table below differ in terms of their skills intensity and, as a result, women 
of different skills levels are distributed differently across industries. Of the almost 6.9 million employed 
women in 2016, almost one-quarter (1.7 million) are classified as high-skilled. Those in semi-skilled 
occupations account for 40% of employment, while the low-skilled represent 35% of employment. 

 
The majority of high-skilled women (57.0%) are employed in CSP services, while a further 21.1% are 
employed in finance and business services. These two industries therefore account for almost four- fifths 
of the employment of high-skilled women. In both instances, these shares are substantially larger than 
their shares of total female employment (31.6% and 13.8%). Although they are much smaller, utilities and 
transport account for relatively large shares of high-skilled female employment compared with their 
shares of total female employment. 

 
Table 3: Distribution of employed women across industry by skills category, 2016 
Industry High-skilled Semi-skilled Low-skilled Total 

Agriculture 0.4 1.3 9.2 3.9 

Mining 0.5 1.3 0.6 0.9 

Manufacturing 6.1 11.9 5.5 8.2 

Utilities 0.9 0.6 0.1 0.5 

Construction 1.4 2.1 3.2 2.3 

W&R trade 9.7 31.7 19.6 22.0 

Transport 2.9 3.6 0.9 2.5 

Finance & business services 21.1 15.5 6.9 13.8 

CSP services 57.0 31.3 14.5 31.6 

Private households 0.0 0.7 39.5 14.3 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Employment (ó000s) 1 686 2 750 2 439 6 874 

Source: StatsSA, Labour Market Dynamics (2016). 
 

Two industriesðwholesale and retail trade, and CSP servicesðeach account for just under one-third of 
semi-skilled female employment. Employment of low-skilled women is concentrated in private households 
(39.5%). Agriculture accounts for 9.2% of low-skilled female employment, more than twice the industryôs 
share of total female employment (3.9%). 

 
Youth status is associated with differences in educational attainment amongst employed women. 
Amongst employed female youth, 41.0% have completed secondary education, while a further 30.9% 
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have incomplete secondary education. Just 4.5% of these women do not have any secondary education 
at all; while just over one-quarter has either diploma/certificate or a degree. 

 
In contrast, amongst employed women aged 35 years and above, the largest cohort has incomplete 
secondary education (30.7%), while 26.6% have a matric certificate. This latter proportion is 14.4 
percentage points lower than that of their counterparts under the age of 35 years. Older women are far 
more likely to have no secondary education at all: 16.8% of employed women aged 35 years and above 
have only (some) primary education, more than three times the proportion of their younger counterparts. 
Interestingly, despite their age advantage, the proportion of employed women with post- secondary 
education is only marginally higher for non-youth than for youth (25.1% compared to 23.2%). 

 
Males are more likely than females to be employed in the formal sector (77.1% compared to 71.4%), and 
in the informal sector (19.5% compared to 14.4%). In contrast, private households account for 14.3% of 
female employment, more than four times the share for males. As a result of these differences women 
account for around two-fifths or 41.7% of formal sector employment, and just 36.2% of informal sector 
employment. In contrast, three out of four (76.5%) workers in private households are women. 

 
Table 4: Employment by sector disaggregated by gender and race, 2016 

 Formal Sector Informal Sector Private Households Total 

Total employed (ô000s) 11 772 2 725 1 283 15 780 

Distribution (%)     

Total 74.6 17.3 8.1 100.0 

Male 77.1 19.5 3.4 100.0 

Female 71.4 14.4 14.3 100.0 

Female share of sector (%) 41.7 36.2 76.5 43.6 

Share of female employment (%)     

African 68.2 86.2 91.2 74.1 

Coloured 12.6 5.8 8.3 11.0 

Asian 3.4 1.2 0.2 2.6 

White 15.9 6.8 0.3 12.4 

Source: StatsSA, Labour Market Dynamics (2016) 
 

Out of 100 employed women, approximately 30 are employed outside of the formal sector and, of these, 
between 25 and 28 are African. 

 

To contextualise womenôs position within the labour market, the figure below presents the female share 
of three key labour market aggregatesðthe narrow labour force, employment and narrow unemployment. 
While women account for just over half (50.5%) of the working-age population in 2018, they are 
outnumbered by men within all three aggregates. Women account for approximately 45% of the narrow 
labour force. Importantly, though, just fewer than 44% of the employed are women. In the second quarter 
of 2018, women accounted for 49.1% of the unemployed. Within unemployment, the share of women is 
marginally more volatile, with women even forming the majority of the unemployed in 2008. 
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Figs 2-4: Female labour force, employment and unemployment shares, 2014-2018 
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Self-employment represents an alternative to working as an employee for many working-age adults. 
However, it is important to remember that self-employment spans a wide range of activities, ranging from 
individuals running SMMEs in the formal sector to individuals engaged in survivalist activities in the 
informal sector. From the perspective of womenôs economic participation and the need for supportive 
policies, this is an important distinction given that the needs and capacities of individuals in these widely 
varying situations will often be quite different. 

 

In 2016, just over three-quarters (77.6%) of the self-employed22 were involved in businesses that were 
not registered for either tax or VAT. However, the rate of non-registration is significantly higher amongst 
self-employed women, at 84.5%. As a result, while women account for 34.5% of the self-employed, 37.6% 
of those whose businesses are not registered for tax are women. 

 
It is estimated that in 2016 almost 2.3 million individuals were self-employed in South Africa, representing 
13.9% of total employment. Men were slightly more likely to be self-employed than women (16.2% 
compared with 11.1%), with the gender gap particularly pronounced amongst Asians and whites. More 
than seven out of ten of the self-employed in 2016 were African, with whites accounting for roughly two 
out of ten. Thus, whites and Asians overall have relatively high rates of self- employment, driven by 
particularly high rates for men of around one-quarter. Amongst females, whites (15.2%) and Africans 
(11.5%) have the highest rates of self-employment. Self-employment rates are highest amongst Africans 
at 12.5%, with African women marginally more likely to be self-employed than African men. As a result, 
Africans account for almost 90% of self-employed women in non-tax registered businesses. 

 
The largest cohort of self-employed women, irrespective of youth status, has incomplete secondary 
education. Amongst all self-employed women in 2016, 44.0% of those under the age of 35 years had 
incomplete secondary education, as did 32.9% of their older counterparts. Those with matric certificates 
account for 31.9% of youth and 24.0% of non-youth within this group. While older women are relatively 
evenly spread across the four educational categories, far fewer women under 35 years report having only 
primary education (5.8% compared with 23.4%). They therefore also have higher shares with either 
incomplete or complete secondary education. 23.4% of non-youth self-employed women have 

 

21 Estimates are from the second quarter surveys in each year. 
22 Statistics South Africa: 2016: Labour Market Dynamics; Pretoria 
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only primary education compared with 16.8% of non-youth employed women, while 44.0% of self- 
employed women less than 35 years have incomplete secondary education compared with 30.9% for 
employed women less than 35 years. Once the sample is limited to self-employed women in non-tax 
registered enterprises more than seven out of ten23 of these women have not completed matric: 71.6% 
amongst youth, and 75.2% amongst non-youth. 

 

Three occupational categories accounted for the majority of self-employed women in 2016. The largest 
category was elementary occupations, which accounted for 37.2% of self-employed women. This was 
followed by service and sales workers (23.5%) and managers (16.1%). These figures suggest a lack of 
occupational diversity within the sector and a bias towards less-skilled occupations, particularly when the 
diversity of occupations within the managerial category is acknowledged. 

 
Table 5: Distribution of self-employed women across industry, 2016 and 2017 

 Self-Employed Women 
(2016) 

Informal Self-Employed Women 
(2017) 

 Number 
(ó000s) 

Share 
(%) 

Number 
(ó000s) 

Share 
(%) 

Agriculture, hunting, forestry & fishing 15 2.0 13 1.8 

Mining & quarrying 1 0.1 - - 

Manufacturing 82 10.4 66 9.0 

Electricity, gas & water supply (òUtilitiesó) - - - - 

Construction 12 1.6 7 1.0 

Wholesale & retail trade 409 51.8 455 62.7 

Transport, storage & communication 15 1.9 8 1.1 

Finance & business services 84 10.6 49 6.8 

Community, social & personal services 165 20.9 113 15.7 

Private households 6 0.8 - - 

Total 790 100.0 725 100.0 

Source: StatsSA, Labour Market Dynamics 2016, SESE 2017 
 

Looking at informal self-employment, it is clear that there is an even greater concentration of women in 
wholesale and retail trade and CSP services. Trade alone accounts for almost two-thirds (63.8%) of 
informal self-employment of women, while CSP services accounts for another 16.8%. The shares for all 
other industries are smaller than those observed for self-employed women overall. 

 
One of the broader benefits of entrepreneurial activity is the potential for increased demand for labour 
and, hence, employment. The table below presents a breakdown of self-employment in 2018 according 
to whether the self-employed are employers, with at least one employee, or own-account workers. About 
43,6 % of self-employed men hire other workers compared to less than 20.9% self-employed women. 
While this suggests that female-owned enterprises may typically be smaller than those owned by men, it 
also points to a potential difference in motivation: enterprises with no employees are more likely to be 
survivalist in nature, with low returns. 

 
Table 6: Self-employment type by gender, 2018 

 Female Male 

 Number 
(ó000s) 

Share 
(%) 

Number 
(ó000s) 

Share 
(%) 

Own-account worker (no employees) 652 79.1 918 56.4 

Employer (at least one employee) 172 20.9 710 43.6 

Total 824 100.0 1628 100.0 

Source: StatsSA, Quarterly Labour Force Survey, Q4; 2018 
 

According to the Statistics SA ñSurvey of Employers and the Self Employedò (SESE) data, around two- 
fifths of the self-employed reported not needing money to start their businesses (Refer table below). The 
majority of those who did need money to start their businesses reported using their own money: 

 

23 Statistics SA: 2013: SESE; Pretoria 
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45.1% of women and 44.9% of men. Just over one-tenth obtained a loan (13.0% women and 11.3% 
men). 

 
Table 7: Main source of business funding by gender, 2013 and 2017 

 Female Male Male Female  

 2013 2017 

Number 
(ô000s) 

Share 
(%) 

Number 
(ô000s) 

Share 
(%) 

Number 
(ô000s) 

Share 
(%) 

Number 
(ô000s) 

Share 
(%) 

Own money 310 45.1 384 44.9 445 42.2 347 47.9 

Loan 9 13.0 97 11.3     

Government grant 14 0.2 2 0.2     

Other grant 27 0.4 2 0.2     

Did not need money to start 
the business 

284 41.3 371 43.4 503 46.6 241 33.2 

Other Source - - - - 121 11.2 137 18.9 

Total 687 100.0 856 100.0 1079 100 725 100 

Source: StatsSA, SESE 2013. 

 

Grants of any type are extremely rare, with less than 1% of the self-employed reporting accessing a grant 
as their main source of funding. While this is not particularly surprising, given the nature of the sample, it 
does confirm the very limited reach of government programmes and funding within the informal sector of 
the economy. For women, the most commonly cited source of money was from other social grants 
(19.2%) and stokvel pay-outs (11.2%) or from other savings (11.1%). In other words, almost half of 
women who used their own money to start a business cited savings as the primary source of that money, 
compared to one-tenth of men24. 

 
In South Africa SMMEs employ around 56% of the workforce (DTI, 2008) and contribute an estimated 
45% to 50% to the GDP (DTI, 2004). FinScope (2011) finds that access to credit and access to affordable 
credit are amongst the most regularly reported obstacles for growth amongst SMME owners. They find 
that approximately 42.0% of SMME owners are financially excludedðmeaning they do not use any formal 
or informal financial products or services and that any saving that does occur happens at home, while 
any borrowing is from friends or family. This difficulty for small business owners in gaining access to credit 
is likely due to the conservative lending practices of banks. 

 
In addition, access to land is a constraint on entrepreneurship. Not only is land used as collateral for 
finance, in order for business to develop and grow, business needs access to affordable premises that is 
close enough to workers, the market, and that is safe and suitable for work. FinScope (2011) identifies 
ñspace to operateò as the largest obstacle for small business growth, particularly in Gauteng. Transport 
infrastructure is needed to reach the major economic hubs and to access their respective markets. This 
is particularly important in South Africa, where due to the entrenched problem of spatial mismatch, 
millions of labour market participants are located significant distances from the urban centres. 

There are specific programmes which specifically target women to facilitate their participation in the 
mainstream economy. Among these are the Bavumile Skills Development Programme, the Isivande 
Womenôs Fund (IWF) and the South African Women Entrepreneurs Network (SAWEN) to speak of a few. 
The Bavumile Skills Development Programme targets women who want to pursue their own business by 
offering them 20 days of training on sewing, knitting, weaving and craft (DTI, 2011). The substantial 
expansion in the budget between 2015/16 and 2016/17 - effectively a quadrupling of the budget - was 
accompanied by a more than doubling from 300 to 700 in the number of female entrepreneurs trained. 

 
 

24 Ibid 
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The Isivande Womenôs Fund (IWF) aims to enhance socio-economic development in rural, peri-urban 
and township areas by empowering South African women (especially black women) through financial 
assistance of between R30 000 and R2 million and non-financial support (DTI, 2011; n.d). The fund is 
involved with enterprises that seek finance for start-up, for expanding existing enterprises, for franchising, 
for business rehabilitation and for gap finance (DTI, n.d.). 

 

The South African Women Entrepreneurs Network (SAWEN) is a Section 21 registered company under 
the dti, with the main objective to facilitate access to business resources, information and opportunities 
for South African women entrepreneurs. This programme targets women specifically, who engage in 
informal income generating activities and/or operate an SMME, or women who aspire to open a business, 
particularly rural based women-owned SMMEs (SAWEN, 2012). 

 
Land has been recognised as a primary source of wealth, social status and power. It builds the foundation 
to create shelter, grow food and harbour economic activities. It provides the most significant opportunities 
in rural areas. Access to rights in land is often the condition for other rights such as access to water, other 
natural resources, and basic services such as sanitation and electricity. 

 
There is a strong link between food security nutrition and gender therefore the land issue becomes critical 
in ensuring a gender approach to food security. Female headed households have a higher vulnerability 
to food insecurity as a result of poverty, which can be exacerbated by lack of access to land ownership, 
means of production and income generating activities. The 2016 Vulnerable Groups Indicator report 
(StatsSA; 2017) indicates higher percentage share (13.8%) of females living in households that 
experienced hunger compared to males (10, 3%). 

 
Women tend to be more involved in subsistence farming in an effort to supplement food security at the 
household level. In 2017, about two and half million households (2 506 000) were involved in one or more 
agricultural production activity in South Africa. The majority of these households were female headed 
(52.8%) (2017 GHS, StatsSA: 2018). 

 
The Land Audit Report (DRDLR, Pretoria: 2017) demonstrate womenôs struggle with regard to ownership 
and access to land. The Extension of Security of Tenure Act gave women, for the first time, the same 
rights in land as men, by including women in its definition of ñoccupierò. The White Paper on Land Reform 
emphasises governmentôs intention to target women in its land reform policy. 

 
Fig 5: Individual land owners - Gender by Hectors 

 
Source: Land Audit Report, DRDLR, 2017 

 

Statistics on individual land ownership indicates that only 34% of individual land owners are female and 
that males own the largest size of farms and agricultural landholdings. Data indicates that males and 
females own a total of 37 078 289 ha farms and agricultural holdings land in the country, with 26 202 689 
ha or 71% owned by males; followed by females at 4 871 013 ha or 13%. 
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Separate frameworks have guided the development of the Telecommunications and Postal Services 
sector since over years. These include White Papers on Broadcasting Policy, Telecommunications Policy 
and Postal services policy. These policy frameworks focused on addressing historical inequalities in 
access to basic services, while ensuring that all South Africans benefit from new services and access to 
new technologies and that ICTs are actively used to meet the development goals of the country. These 
policy frameworks reinforced the constitutional principle of equality and equal access to all 
communication services by all South Africans. 

 
The National Integrated Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) Policy White Paper (2016) 
marked a significant milestone towards using technology to build a seamless information infrastructure in 
South Africa which will underpin a dynamic and connected vibrant information society and a knowledge 
economy that is more inclusive, equitable and prosperous. 

 
Agriculture is an important engine of growth and poverty reduction in South Africa. The country has made 
progress in attracting women researchers into the agricultural sector. Young South African women who 
want to go into farming face a range of obstacles, including limited access to information, technology, and 
financial services. Compounding the impact of poor support services is the fact that researchers and 
extensionists, who are the backbone of agricultural development in South Africa, lack sufficient 
communication, gender awareness and people-oriented skills25. Given that women comprise the majority 
of rural farmers and equal their male counterparts in commercially-oriented small-scale agriculture, the 
government is working to ensure that its agricultural support interventions reach and empower women 
farmers with the relevant technologies required to optimise their diverse reasons for farming. 

 
The Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries has implemented a range of interventions 
designed to achieve womenôs empowerment and gender equality in the agriculture sector. The Micro 
Agricultural Financial Institutions of South Africa (MAFISA) is a financial scheme to address financial 
services needs of male and female smallholder farmers and agribusinesses. MAFISA provides capital 
(loans) of not more than R500 000 per person to enhance agricultural activities through the purchase of 
production inputs (fertilizers, seeds, pesticides, animal feed and remedies etc.) and small equipment and 
implements. Through the loans and support provided by MAFISA many permanent and temporary jobs 
have been created, as shown in the figure below. 

 
Fig 6: Number of jobs created through MAFISA 

 
Source: Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries 

 

The data indicates that women farmers have been the primary beneficiaries of the MAFISA initiative.. 
Generally, most funded projects are related to livestock, grain production, sugar cane, fruits and 
vegetables. 

 
 

25 Hart, T. and Aliber, M.: 2012: Inequalities in agricultural support for women in South Africa 
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The Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheriesô Female Entrepreneur Awards is a departmental 
programme which seeks to correct the skewed participation of women in the sector by acknowledging, 
encouraging and increasing the equal participation of women, young women and women with disabilities 
in agriculture, forestry and fisheries activities. The programme has become the empowerment platform 
that recognizes the entrepreneurial skills of women, youth and people with disabilities in the sector and 
their involvement in the countryôs economic transformation. A total of 336 women were rewarded for their 
efforts and recognised for their contribution in the sector since 1999. There is an increasing intake of 
young women into the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheriesô Female Entrepreneur Awards 
programme between 2016/17 - 2017/18. This increasing trend of young women entrants is a significant 
shift in terms of transforming the sector and empowering young women farmers. 

 
The AgriBEE Fund is a fund that draws from the AgriBEE Empowerment Charter for its scope and covers 
the entire agricultural value chain, including production, processing, marketing and distribution.  It seeks 
to promote the entry and participation of previously marginalized groups, especially black African women, 
in the entire agriculture, forestry and fisheries value chains through the provision of funding for equity 
deals, acquisition of interests in agriculture, forestry and fisheries entities and enterprise development 
(small, medium and micro enterprises). A total of 3,750 beneficiaries have been supported through the 
AgriBEE Fund, including 2,240 women. 

 
The Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries promotes human capital development in the 
agricultural sector via training and capacity building of farmers and other stakeholders. The Experiential 
Training, Internship and Professional Development programme caters for experiential work placements 
and internships and has a strong focus on strengthening the capacity of young women entering the 
agriculture sector. 

 
Fig 7: Beneficiaries who received internships from 2014/15 ð 2017/18, by gender 

 
Source: Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries 

 

The Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheriesô External Bursary Scheme is a measure for 
recruiting young people to follow a career in an identified scarce and critical skills areas in agriculture. 

 
Fig 8: Beneficiaries of the External Bursary Scheme from 2014/15 ð 2017/18, by gender 

 
Source: Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries 
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The aim of the Comprehensive Agricultural Support Programme (CASP) is to provide post settlement 
support to targeted beneficiaries of land reform and to other producers who have acquired land through 
private means and are, for example, engaged in value-adding enterprises domestically or involved in 
export. 

Fig 9: Beneficiaries who received training through CASP during 2014/15-2017/18, by province and gender 

 
Source: Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries 

 

The data indicates that women have been the major beneficiaries of training through CASP over the 
period 2014 to 2018. With the exception of Gauteng and North West provinces more women than men 
have received training through CASP in the provinces. 

 
Sectoral distribution of employment in South Africa is characterised by gender differentials. Women are 
over-represented in the tertiary sector, where service-related work is generally of a lower-skilled and 
lower-paid nature. In South Africa women in services are more likely than men to be found in precarious 
forms of work and non-standard employment. Non-standard employment is characterised by temporary 
or short-duration employment contracts, low wages, limited or no social security benefits, work at multiple 
worksites, low-skill or medium-skill job requirements with limited career prospects, and lack of 
representation26. Women are over-represented in informal and vulnerable employment. Women are more 
than twice as likely as men to be contributing family workers. The figure below clearly illustrates how 
women predominate in the tertiary sector for the period 2015 to 2018. 

Fig 10: Employment by sector and sex (thousand) 2015-2018 

 
Source: StatsSA Labour Force Surveys 

 
South Africa adopted a number of strategies to open up the mining sector to historically dis-advantaged 
South Africans, including women, as part of its economic empowerment policy. Among others, mining 
legislation, such as the Mineral and Petroleum Resources Development Act (No. 28 of 2002) and the 
Broad-based Socio-economic Empowerment Charter for the South African Mining Industry (the Mining 
Charter, 2004), was introduced. These pieces of legislation not only prohibited the exclusion of women 
but also require companies to actively change the demographic profile of their workforce by setting 
specific targets to be reached. Despite these laws and policies put in place, women in the South African 
mining industry continue to face a range of challenges ï including that which only women working 
underground have to deal with27. SAôs mining sector is shifting to increased mechanisation, and away 

 

 
26 Bridges Africa: 2017: The Gender Dimension of Services at https://www.ictsd.org/bridges-news/bridges-africa/news/the-gender-dimension-of-services 
27 Minerals Council South Africa: Fact Sheet 2017 
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from expensive underground mining, however, there is still some 22% of the total 53 100 women 
employed in the sector working in platinum and gold, most of which is found underground28. 

 
Table 8: Participation of women in mining in South Africa 2017 
Women in mining 

Category Number of women 
employees 

Percentage of women 
employees (%) 

Top management 241 14.9% 
Senior management 817 15.9% 
Professionally qualified and middle management 3,436 18% 
Skilled technical professionals 15,391 18% 
Total women 53,179 12% 
Source: Minerals Council South Africa 

 

The energy sector remains one of the least gender diverse sectors29. The percentage of women in the 
industry's workforce drops over time and falls particularly sharplyðfrom 25% to 17% - between the 
middle-management and senior-leadership career stages30. Data from the South African Petroleum 
Industry Association indicates that there is a small but steady increase in the number of women at top, 
senior and middle management within the industry. 

 
Fig 11: Occupation levels in the petroleum sector by gender, 2014 to 2017 

 
Source: SAPIA Annual Reports, own calculations 

 

The motor and manufacturing trade industry is one of the important sectors in the South African economy. 
The data shows that the motor trade industry is male dominated31 with 72% of the employees in 2015 
being males. The dominance of male employees was also observed across different motor trade types32. 

 
Fig 12: Employment in the auto trade industry by sex, 2015 

Source: StatsSA Discussion Document on South Africaõs Motor Trade Industry, 2018 

 
 
 
 

28 How to bring more women into mining: 2018. https://www.fin24.com/Finweek/Featured/how-to-bring-more-women-into-mining-20181127 
29 IEA, Energy and Gender at https://www.iea.org/topics/energyandgender/ 
30 Boston Consulting Group: 2018: Women Are Woefully Underrepresented in the Oil and Gas Industry at https://www.bcg.com/d/press/12july2017- 
untapped-reserves-gender-balance-oil-gas-164673 
31 The industry is diverse covering a wide range of activities, comprising wholesale sales of motor vehicles; retail sales of motor vehicles; maintenance and 
repair of motor vehicles; sales of new motor vehicle parts and accessories; sales of used motor vehicle parts and accessories; sales, maintenance and repair 
of motor cycles and related accessories; and retail sales of automotive fuel. 
32 StatsSA: 2018: Discussion Document on South Africaôs Motor Trade Industry, pg. 21. 
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Informal trade, commonly referred to as street trade, is one the largest sub-categories of informal work in 
South Africa33. In South Africa, the informal economy is one of the few areas of employment growth, and 
many women and men have no choice but to work under precarious conditions ï creating their own 
employment in the informal sector as own account workers, finding employment within informal and 
formal sectors or in households, largely as domestic workers. 

 

Street traders are predominantly black women, driven into the informal economy by desperation for 
work34. They engage in survivalist forms of street trade such as selling sweets, chips or vegetables and 
are at risk of being further displaced into marginal income-generating options as competition grows in the 
informal economy. Household and reproductive responsibilities combined with poverty drive women into 
flexible, low risk economic activity. Street trade occurs in unprotected and unsecured places thereby 
restricting street tradersô income generation and increasing their vulnerability to injury, illness and chronic 
diseases. Street traders tend to have limited access to affordable and appropriate health care for 
themselves and their families and may not seek care, especially when they have an insecure legal status, 
or are concerned with the potential expense or loss of income associated with seeking care. 

 
According to the 3rd quarter 2018 Quarterly Labour Force Survey statistics, 3,017,000 South Africans 
work in the informal sector, representing 13.4% of total employment in the country. What is remarkable 
is the change in the informal-sector component of male and female employment in South Africa, which 
shows a significant divergence35. The informal sector is a declining source of employment for women. 
This divergence demonstrates a rapid, significant and sustained decrease in the informal-sector share of 
total female employment in the period between 2014 and 2018. The data suggest that there has been a 
particular drop in womenôs participation in trade, and a significant decline in street vendors selling food ï 
an occupation that traditionally has been dominated by women36. 

 
Fig 13: Women as a % of the labour force working in the informal sector (non-agricultural) 

 
Source: StatsSA Quarterly Labour Force 2010, 2012, 2015, 2018 

 

According to Stats SA, in 2018 elementary and domestic workers represented close to 30% of the South 
African workforce ï of which, domestic workers account for 6.1%. Domestic service is one of the largest 
sources of employment for black women in South Africa. Women constitute the vast majority of domestic 
workers, with little variation between 2014 (918 000) and 2018 (997000). The trend pattern for domestic 
employment by sex is reflective of gendered roles in society and the gendered division of labour. 
Domestic workers in South Africa were and still are predominantly women with lower levels of education. 
The Basic Conditions of Employment Act (1997) and the Sectoral Determination 7: Domestic 

 
33 In line with International Conference of Labour Statistician (and Statistics South Africa) norms, informal employment identifies persons who are in precarious 
employment situations irrespective of whether or not the entity for which they work is in the formal or informal sector. Stats SA uses the lack of a written 
contract and basic benefits such as pension and medical aid as key variables. 
34 Sassen, S, Galvaan, R. and Duncan, M.: 2018: Women's experiences of informal street trading and well-being in Cape Town, South Africa South African 
Journal of Occupational Therapy ð Volume 48, Number 1, April 2018 
35 Rogan, M. and Skinner, C.: 2017: The nature of the South African informal sector as reflected in the quarterly labour-force survey, 2008-2014 
36 Ibid. 
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Worker Sector was designed to address the vulnerability and exploitation of women and men working in 
domestic service. Under this legislation employers are required to pay at least the prescribed minimum 
wages as indicated in the Sectoral Determination. The sectoral determination also lays down conditions 
of employment for domestic workers such as hours of work, leave, termination of employment, 
contribution to the Unemployment Insurance Fund and so on. It also prescribes the minimum wage rates 
that employers are required to pay. 

 
StatsSA data shows that foreign-born migrants are more likely to be doing precarious jobs such as 
domestic work than South Africans are37. Foreign-born workers also often hope to use these jobs as 
stepping stones to jobs in the formal labour market. 

 
Apart from casualised and externalised workers, another sub-category of vulnerable workers are female 
farm workers. Traditionally they been employed on seasonal contracts, or just seasonally, without a 
contract, and their employment has often been tied to that of their partner or father. As they are employed 
year in and year out on seasonal contracts, they have traditionally been paid the lowest wage of all farm 
workers. It was only once the Basic Conditions of Employment Act 75 of 1997 was promulgated that farm 
workers were no longer specifically excluded from general labour legislation. For the first time, they were 
on par with other employees in South Africa and could participate in the general structures created by 
labour legislation. In general, most employees are protected by the Basic Conditions of Employment Act 
which sets the standard for minimum conditions of employment in the farming industry where Sectoral 
Determination 13 regulates the basic conditions of employment and remuneration of farm workers in 
South Africa. 

 
The stateôs main vehicle for providing assistance for farm worker housing is the Farm Worker Housing 
Assistance Programme, which attempts to address the wide variety of housing needs of people working 
and residing on farms by providing a flexible package of housing models to suit the local context38. 

 
The Sectoral Determination prescribes full maternity benefits for all workers including seasonal workers. 
Pregnant workers are entitled to at least 4 consecutive months of maternity leave. This is because 
maternity continues to be a source of discrimination in employment and in access to employment. 
Pregnant women continue to lose their jobs, even those covered by protective legislation39. 

 
Foreign female farm workers are an extremely vulnerable segment of the labour force. South Africaôs 
current labour migration policy framework, consisting of bilateral agreements between South Africa and 
some neighbouring countries on the one hand, and limited legal channels of entry and job opportunities 
for low-skilled workers on the other hand, has created a context in which labour brokers play a pivotal 
role in managing labour migration and/or employment in the agricultural sector40. 

 

 POVERTY ERADICATION, SOCIAL PROTECTION AND SOCIAL SERVICES  

 
This section seeks to provide progress made against (i) Critical Area of Concern A on Women and 
Poverty; (ii) Critical Area of Concern B on Education and Training of Women; (iii) Critical Area of Concern 
C on Women and Health; (iv) Critical Area of Concern I on Human Rights of Women; and (v) Critical Area 
of Concern L on the Girl Child. The section also seeks to respond to the UN Women Guidance Note ï 
Section 2, Questions 9-12 

 
 

37 Friedrich Ebert Stiftung: 2017: Fact sheet on foreign workers in South Africa 
38 Department of Human Settlements: 2010: National Housing Policy and Subsidy Programmes. 
39 Labour Research Service: 2018: Lessons and Insights from the Struggle for Maternity Protection at http://lrs.org.za/articles/Lessons-and-Insights-from- 
the-Struggle-for-Maternity-Protection 
40 Freidrich Ebert Stiftung: 2017: Fact sheet on foreign workers in South Africa. 

http://lrs.org.za/articles/Lessons-and-Insights-from-the-Struggle-for-Maternity-Protection
http://lrs.org.za/articles/Lessons-and-Insights-from-the-Struggle-for-Maternity-Protection
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The poverty narrative in South Africa requires understanding of the triple challenge of the interface 
between poverty, high levels of unemployment and persistent increasing of inequalities. Accordingly, 
social wages in South Africa are packaged in different targeted forms. These include free primary health 
care; no-fee paying schools; social grants, (such as old age pensions, and child support grants) and RDP 
housing; provision of basic and free basic services in the form of reticulated water; electricity; sanitation 
and sewerage as well as solid waste management to households and in particular those categorized as 
indigent. In this regard, the indigent households are entitled to a monthly free six kiloliters of water, fifty 
kWh of electricity, R50 worth of sanitation, sewerage and refuse removal. The Municipal Indigent Policy 
(2005) provides the indigent with free basic water, sanitation, electricity and refuse/waste removal41. 

 
The 2017 Poverty Trends Report states that there is still a significant disparity in poverty levels between 
population groups and sex of individuals. In general, black African females, children (17 years and 
younger), people from rural areas, and those with no education are the main victims in the ongoing 
struggle against poverty (Statistics South Africa, 2017). The findings show higher proportion of females 
(41.7%) in 2015 living below the Lower Bound Poverty Level (LBPL) compared to males (38.2%). The 
trend below further indicates that although there is a decrease in the poverty gap, more women still remain 
poorer. 

 
Fig 14: Proportion of the South African Population living below the lower-bound poverty line 

  
 

 

Evidence from household surveys conducted in the country by Statistics South Africa points out that 
individuals living in households headed by females remain more vulnerable, with these households 
continuing to experience higher levels of poverty than male-headed households regardless of the poverty 
line used. Individuals living in female-headed households also continue to account for shares in poverty 
that are larger than their shares in the population. A household headed by a female has a 48% probability 
of being poor compared to a 28% probability for a household headed by a male. Four reasons are given 
for this: (1) female-headed households are more likely to be in rural areas were poverty is concentrated; 
(2) female-headed households tend to have fewer adults of working age, (3) female unemployment rates 
are higher and (4) there is a gap between male and female wages42. 

 
One of the poverty alleviation programmes undertaken by Government is the Expanded Public Works 
Programme, which is aimed towards relieving poverty in the poorest areas, in particular rural areas; 

 

 

41 The South African Human Rights Investigative Hearing Report: 2015:: Access to Housing, Local Governance and Service Delivery. http: //www.sahrc.org.za 

42 Social Protection in Africa: A review of Potential Contribution and Impact on Poverty Reduction. Study Report, 2014. http://www.za.undp.org/ 
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