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The major driver of unemployment in South Africa is the lack of skills and experience among 

the unemployed population. This policy brief sets out to investigate the impact of the training 

provided by the Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP) on employment creation and 

skills development. The paper argues that skills development is not always a priority in EPWP 

projects. In the few cases where efforts are made to provide training, the acquired skills are 

largely inappropriate to the demands of the mainstream economy, which is becoming more and 

more sophisticated. It is therefore recommended that EPWP programmes be complemented 

with formal training and apprenticeship programmes that benefit from the involvement of the 

private sector. 
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Introduction

One of the defining challenges of post-apartheid 
South Africa is the high rate of unemployment, 
notably in the country’s urban centres. When 
the ruling party, the African National Congress 
(ANC), came into power in 1994, it made promises 
to fight poverty and create more jobs.1 However, 
unemployment has remained stubbornly high in 
the country even after almost two decades. It is 
estimated that about 24 per cent of South Africans 
who are willing and able to work are jobless.2 In the 
third quarter of 2012, there were about 4,7 million 

people who were looking for jobs, and out of these, 
3,1 million (or 67,1 per cent) had been looking 
for a job for more than a year.3 The sustained 
economic growth that the country has recorded 
over the years, particularly during the first decade 
after apartheid, has not helped to ameliorate the 
situation, as unemployment has kept on soaring. 
It is in this context that this policy brief seeks 
to review the implementation and performance 
of EPWPs in South Africa. Specifically, the brief 
highlights the contribution of the Public Works 
Programme (PWP) to employment creation and 
skills development of the unemployed population 
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significantly reduced poverty and ameliorated 
unemployment.8

Public works programmes have also been 
implemented in middle- and low-income 
countries at various times. In most instances, the 
government of a country or a donor agency will 
finance a programme that will create temporary 
employment for people in the given community. 
The main objectives of such a programme 
are, firstly, to create short-term employment 
opportunities to increase the income levels of 
the poor and unemployed. Secondly, it creates 
or improves public services in the form of 
infrastructure development. These objectives of 
public works programmes are expected to yield 
three final impacts: raising the income levels 
of the poor or unemployed; reducing poverty 
and the poverty gap ratio; and lastly, promoting 
infrastructural development.9 It can be argued that 
it is possible for implementation of public works 
programmes to address or achieve these objectives 
simultaneously.10

Making a strong case for public  
works programmes

Public works programmes have been favoured 
by most governments due to their employment-
generation and skills-development capacities. The 
programmes achieve the twin objectives through 
a number of ways.11 Firstly, they create temporary 
employment for poor households in times of 
major shock; for instance during economic crises 
(including stabilisation programmes or other 
reforms causing a sharp rise in unemployment and 
poverty), natural disasters, or seasonal shortfalls 
in employment and income (such as drought 
seasons or agriculturally slack seasons in low-
income agrarian economies). Alternatively, the 
programmes may be designed as longer running 
anti-poverty programmes which provide income to 
poor households through wages. In this case the 
programmes run for a year or more, which means 
that they will employ people for longer periods of 
time. 

A second core component of the public works 
programme is skills development. The public 
works programme aims at providing training to 
its participants so that they will be able to gain 
permanent employment after the programme, or 
even become self-employed.12 Some public works 
programmes have a strong training component 
that allows participants to gain the relevant skills 
needed for them to gain permanent employment. 
An example of this is the Jefes programme in 

in the country, particularly the youth and women. 
The brief seeks to bring to the fore the nature of 
the challenges that are still inherent in EPWPs.

Background 

Over the years, successive South African 
administrations have come up with strategies 
to alleviate unemployment. Sadly, some of the 
strategies have been unsuccessful in achieving the 
intended objectives. For instance, the government 
introduced the EPWP in 2003 as a complementary 
measure to reduce rising unemployment and 
poverty.4 President Thabo Mbeki, announcing the 
EPWP, stated that it was designed to use public 
budgets to provide unemployed people with 
temporary jobs in productive sectors, giving them 
both a source of income and some measure of 
training that would facilitate their absorption into 
the job market. Initially, the EPWP was aimed at 
creating one million jobs in its first phase, which 
was from 2004 to 2009. Moreover, it was aimed 
at providing skills, training and work experience.5 
Currently, the second phase of the EPWP aims at 
generating at least 4,9 million jobs.

The programme focuses on expanding meth-
ods of labour-intensive production through gov-
ernment-funded projects in order to create more 
job opportunities.6 The major concern of the EPWP 
is to get more people into productive work; this 
is done by limiting the number of machines used 
on the site and employing more people to perform 
the duties that would have been done using ma-
chines. Furthermore, the programme is structured 
in four segments, which include infrastructure, 
environment, and social and economic sectors.7 It 
has been agreed across the globe that integrating 
skills development and employment creation is a 
sustainable option to the challenge of unemploy-
ment faced by many countries all over the world.

International experiences of 
public works programmes

Various countries have adopted public works 
programmes for various reasons, which range 
from covariate shocks (such as natural disasters, 
macro crises, or seasonal labour demand short-
falls), protection of households from temporary 
job losses and poverty alleviation to part-time 
employment creation. In some countries, such as 
India and Bangladesh, the programmes have been 
successful. These two countries have successfully 
implemented public works programmes that have 
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Argentina, which had an option for participants to 
work for payment or to participate in training or 
education activities for four to six hours a day in 
exchange for the payment.13

The case of expanded public works 
programmes in South Africa

Due to the ever-escalating unemployment rate 
in South Africa there has been an urgent need 
for the government to take action. The EPWP 
was adopted by the government as a strategy 
for alleviating unemployment and improving 
skills development.14 The EPWP policy framework 
documents clearly state that the skills development 
part of the programme is of great importance, as it 
makes the public-works jobs sustainable. In other 
words, the programme implies that providing 
skills to those without jobs will help to meet the 
demand for skilled labourers.

The EPWP did make some progress in 
addressing unemployment challenges. Most 
government departments supported the EPWP 
by allocating funding to public-works projects, 
thus making a major contribution towards the 
achievement of the programme’s target of creating 
one million job opportunities by the first-phase 
deadline, which was in 2009.15 Nevertheless, 
there are a number of problems associated with 
the implementation of the EPWP in South Africa. 
The general concerns about the programme, as far 
as employment creation and skills development 
are concerned, are particularly related to the 
minimum standards for duration of employment. 
The duration of employment in the EPWP is 
minimal, such that the programme could not make 
a significant contribution to unemployment.16

Furthermore, the jobs created in the pro-
gramme were not sustainable because the training 
provided as part of the programmes did not last 
for long and was often not accredited. This meant 
that those who left these programmes were usu-
ally not equipped with the necessary skills to gain 
employment elsewhere.17 There are also budgetary 
constraints in the programme; compared with the 
sums allocated to social security and welfare pro-
jects, budgetary allocations for public works pro-
grammes are very low. Also, there are institutional 
constraints relating to the conceptualisation and 
design of programmes, while insufficient project-
management capacity has also contributed to the 
poor performance of EPWP in creating employ-
ment among the unemployed population.18
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Policy recommendations 

There is a need to make EPWPs more relevant and 
effective in providing prospects for the unemployed 
population in South Africa, particularly the 
youth and women. To promote the transition of 
some participants of the programme from the 
informal to the formal economy that has better 
rewards and organisation, the following policy 
recommendations should be considered:

 ● EPWP programmes should be designed as part 
of a comprehensive public-private partnership 
that brings together business, formal education 
and training institutions and the government. 
This would ensure that the training 
opportunities offered to the unemployed in 
every given sector are in line with the current 
labour demands of the industry. For example, 
community-based EPWP programmes could be 
linked to formal training and apprenticeship in 
the mainstream economy.

 ● The government should also ensure that EPWP 
programmes are designed with appropriate 
monitoring and evaluation mechanisms. This 
would ensure that the profit interests of private 
contractors do not undermine the skills-
development and gender- equality goals of the 
EPWP.

 ● Moreover, efforts need to be made to transform 
South Africa’s education system to ensure 
that the skills-development process begins 
at school and not after young people leave 
school. This would require the strengthening of 
a vocational training sector as well as career 
guidance services, both in high schools and 
universities.

 ● Programmes, particularly in the infrastructure 
sector, should be designed and implemented 
in such a way that they do not limit the 
participation of women in public works 
programmes, but rather facilitate their access, 
their involvement and progression towards the 
formal economy through the transfer of skills 
and experience.

 ● There is also need for a shared understanding 
on the part of both programme managers and 
the individuals recruited about the centrality of 
the training component to the overall success 
of the programme. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the EPWP has drawn large numbers 
of the unemployed population into productive 
work. However, the aim of the programme to 
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provide skills to the unemployed has not been 
met. As discussed, the skills component of the 
programme has not been prioritised in most 
public works programmes. Even after completion 
of the programme, participants cannot take up 
the skilled job opportunities that are created in 
the labour market. Furthermore, the jobs created 
in the programme are not sustainable due to the 
limited duration of the work. It can be argued 
that the EPWP has not made a significant, or 
rather the expected, contribution to solving the 
rising unemployment in South Africa; hence more 
needs to be done to improve the effectiveness and 
relevance of the programme.
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