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Is the Expanded Public Works 
Programme working?

Dippenaar: Can you explain how the 
Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP) 
works in practice? Will people we see 
on the streets looking for a casual job be 
able to volunteer to join a public works 
programme?

Phillips: A municipality or provincial or 
national department undertaking a public 
works project issues a tender that requires the 
contractor to undertake the work using local 
labour rather than machines. 

The contractor usually employs a 
community liaison officer from the local 
community to identify unemployed people 
required for the project. The contractor 
pays the participants in accordance with an 
agreed code of good practice at a rate that is 
less than the average local rate to avoid the 
recruitment of people away from employment 
with longer-term prospects. The contractor in 
turn is paid through the normal budgeting and 
disbursement system of government. 

Dippenaar: Is the programme working?

Phillips: In the first year 3 483 projects 
were implemented employing some 223 000 
people. This is 175 000 more people than 
would have been employed if this was not 
done labour-intensively and is equivalent to 
71 000 person years of work. People who 
would otherwise have been out of work earned 
approximately R823-million. The programme 
does not absorb all unemployed people, but 
adds to the range of initiatives designed to 
tackle unemployment.

Laurie Dippenaar, Chief Executive Officer of FirstRand, in conversation 

with Dr Sean Phillips, Chief Operating Officer of the National 

Department of Public Works
 

Dippenaar: Wouldn’t it be easier to simply 
give the money to the people concerned by 
just increasing grant funding?

Phillips: EPWP funds are allocated from 
budgets where the primary aim is to 
provide public goods and services, such as 
infrastructure and social services. Added to 
this is the aim of creating employment. If 
EPWP projects had little regard for producing 
needed goods and services, or for the quality 
and cost of the services being delivered, and 
if they did not aim to develop skills and build 
self-reliance, it would be easier and cheaper 
to give people grants. 

The EPWP is complementary to the 
social grants system and forms part of a range 
of strategies designed to increase employment, 
the most important of which is the drive for 
increased growth and investment. The EPWP 
should not be seen in isolation.

Dippenaar: Will labour-intensive public 
works programmes result in inefficiency 
and higher costs for which tax payers have 
to foot the bill?

Phillips: Government spends billions of rands 
creating and maintaining civil infrastructure 
(roads, water pipelines, etc.). Under the EPWP, 
labour is used instead of machines where it is 
technically feasible and economically viable. 
With proper management and supervision, 
labour-intensive works can be competitive 
with machine-intensive works. There is a Code 
of Good Practice for Special Public Works 
Programmes which allows for task-based 
payment, with the aim of ensuring efficiency 
and competitiveness.

“The programme does not absorb all unemployed people, but adds to the range 

of initiatives designed to tackle unemployment. … The EPWP should not be seen 

in isolation.”
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Dippenaar: The programme seems to place 
a great deal of reliance on provincial and local 
governments. Do they have the capacity to 
implement these programmes?

Phil l ips:  The Constitut ion al locates 
responsibility for providing many services 
to provincial and local governments. One of 
the reasons for this is to ensure that there is 
integrated local development planning. The 
programme is merely working within the 
Constitution.

The Department of Provincial and 
Local Government is working to address 
the issue of capacity at municipal level. In 
terms of the EPWP, the National Department 
of Public Works is assisting provinces and 
municipalities to identify and design labour-
intensive projects. The Department has 
developed user-friendly guidelines aimed at 
assisting municipal technical staff to design 
and manage labour-intensive works. Together 
with the Construction SETA, the Department 
developed and registered courses with the 
National Qualifications Authority for these 
managers, and the Local Government SETA 
has appointed training providers to train 
municipal officials with regard to implementing 
the EPWP. In addition, the Business Trust is 
developing field teams from the private sector 
to assist targeted provinces and municipalities 
to implement the EPWP.

Dippenaar: Does the private sector have a role 
or should this be left to the government?

Phillips: Most EPWP projects are implemented 
by private sector service providers. While the 
bulk of the funding is drawn from routine 
government expenditure budgets, the majority 
of the work relies on private sector contractors 
and service providers. In this context there are 
opportunities for large and small firms, and 
profit and non-profit organisations to make a 
contribution.

Dippenaar: Are there cases where similar 
programmes have worked in the rest of the 
world?

Phillips: Yes. Labour-intensive public works 
programmes are not a new phenomenon and 
have been carried out in many countries for 
many years. There is a huge diversity in these 
programmes. Some have focused on relief, 
while others have focused on economically 
efficient employment creation, resulting in the 
delivery of good quality, cost-effective public 
services. The latter type is generally viewed 
as more successful. The International Labour 
Organisation is supporting economically 
efficient public work programmes in many 
developing countries, including 24 African 
countries. 

Dippenaar: Will these programmes be a 
permanent feature of the South African 
landscape for the next 20 to 25 years?

Phillips: It is likely that the EPWP will be a 
feature for as long as unemployment levels 
are very high. 

Dippenaar: Is there a single factor or so-
called ‘silver bullet’ that you think will make 
the difference between success and failure?

Phillips: Commitment from the leadership of 
all three spheres of government to implement 
the programme is the key to success.

Laurie Dippenaar, Chief Executive 
Officer of FirstRand

Dr Sean Phillips, Chief Operating Officer of the 
National Department of Public Works

“Under the EPWP, labour is used instead 

of machines where it is technically 

feasible and economically viable. With 

proper management and supervision, 

labour-intensive works can be competitive 

with machine-intensive works.”


