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There is no silver bullet for unemployment, but working together helps. 
 
In a nutshell:  Worrying unemployment figures show that there will be no quick fix for the 
jobs crisis. And that a sustained, cooperative effort on doing those things that can practically 
be done is our best chance of limiting its impact. 
 
 
Relevance: The latest Statistics SA Report shows that unemployment rose to 25.2% with the 
number of unemployed people rising by 145 000 to 4.3 million in the first quarter of 2010.  If 
discouraged work seekers are included, that figure rises to 6.1 million.  While shrinking 
employment raises tough questions for policy makers, it also intensifies the pressure for a 
practical response. There are some sensible things that can be done to limit the impact of the 
crisis. We need to protect the most vulnerable; attract the investment that can be attracted; 
find innovative ways in which poor people can get into the market as producers or consumers; 
and build our capacity to expand employment in the future. 
 
Detail:  As the social partners have agreed, our first priority should be to protect the most 
vulnerable. With a substantial safety net in place which now supports some 14 million people 
such as the aged and children, South Africa’s key challenge has been to expand the public 
works programme for those who are able to work but can’t find employment. Over the last 
five years the Business Trust has worked with the Department of Public Works to implement 
the Expanded Public Works Programme.  Since 2004, when the Business Trust started to 
work with the Department, 1.4 million people have had short term income and work (for 
periods ranging from a few months to two years at an average income of R64 a day). Over the 
last 12 months the specialist skills mobilised by the Business Trust have designed and initiated 
the systems that will quadruple the size of the programme.  
 
In one of the most vulnerable communities near the Kruger Park, the Business Trust Maruleng 
and Bushbuck Ridge Economic Development Initiative (Mabedi) has demonstrated that, 
notwithstanding harsh conditions, investment can be attracted, small holder farmers can be 
developed and land claims beneficiaries helped to administer their assets. R1.5bn of 
investment agreements have been negotiated; 255 farmers have been helped to improve 
productivity or get produce to market; and over 4,000 jobs have been saved. 
 
Two of the areas in which investment has continued to grow in spite of the global crisis are 
tourism and outsourcing. Here the Business Trust’s partnerships with the Department of 
Tourism and the Department of Trade and Industry have helped to organise a concerted effort 
in these priority sectors. Over the last 24 months the DTI has signed contracts for some R2bn 
of new investment with some of the world’s leading business process outsourcing companies. 
That has already created jobs for 6,500 young people and that figure will rise to 25,000 over 
the next three years. The Tourism Enterprise Partnership assisted 1,500 small enterprises 
last year, each employing 6 people on average. 
 
The Business Trust work on making markets more inclusive has been in a search for 
profitable business that have the capacity to provide income and work for the poor as 
producers or consumers. New ventures are being supported that range from IT inventions that 
enable people in poor communities to carry out tasks on their cell phones for which they get 
paid, to helping local crafters get their work into the international market and to improving 



access to banking services for poor communities.  
 
All of this work helps ordinary South Africans to respond to the impact of the jobs crisis. None 
of it is straight forward. In every case the people working on these programmes believe that 
more could be achieved. They know that notwithstanding harsh global conditions and often 
unfavourable local circumstances, success is possible. The critical ingredient in every case is 
that of how different interests (public and private; those inside and outside government) 
interact and build their capacity for working together. That is what is at the heart of the work 
of the Business Trust. We have learnt over the last ten years that effective cooperative 
action is most needed for the introduction of new approaches. It requires access to 
discretionary resources and organisational arrangements that support concerted action by 
different parties. It works best where creative people inside and outside government are 
freed to confront new challenges in honest and innovative ways over a sustained period of 
time. It is least effective when approached as a struggle between competing interests.   
 
While the policy debate on how to respond to the jobs crisis continues it is clear that there 
will be no silver bullet or quick fix. We need to enhance our capacity to devise practical 
responses and to do so in a cooperative manner that is able to adapt to changing 
circumstances and produce measurable results. Without such efforts the hundreds of 
thousands who find some work in public works programmes, young people working in call 
centres attracted to SA by our joint efforts; entrepreneurs who employ people to work on 
world cup projects; smallholder farmers who feed their families and keep rural people in work 
would all swell the ranks of the unemployed. 
 
The Business Trust report card for 2009 provides a snapshot of the results for the last year. It 
is available at www.btrust.org.za  
 

For more information on the Business Trust, see www.btrust.org.za 
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