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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Setting of targets to meet critical shortages in key delivery areas, at different levels of government 
and within selected SOEs. Minimum ratios to be established and adhered to.

2. A programme must immediately be initiated to fill identified vacant posts in areas of frontline 
service delivery, and creation of new posts where required.

3. The redeployment of administrative staff from government offices to perform financial 
management, administrative, and clerical skills to support frontline delivery workers.

4. Incentives should be introduced, or improved, to service delivery professionals to move to areas 
of greatest need, in collaboration with unions.

5. Reconfiguring the wage structure to release resources for service delivery; and consolidating 
unnecessary bureaucracy.

6. The formalisation and employment of key ‘stipend workers’ in communities performing essential 
public service roles, and insourcing of contracted out staff.

7. Abandonment of ‘blunt tool’ fiscal instruments which seek to freeze posts across the board, place 
caps on personnel etc, regardless of the objective needs.

8. Fiscal policy must be adjusted to accommodate delivery imperatives. A deliberate programme of 
expanding tax revenue must be urgently instituted.
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I. INTRODUCTION
“This exercise does not offer any normative perspective on 
whether being similar or different to others in the cluster 
is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ or on whether the public sector in a 
country is ‘large’ or ‘small’. Public employment is a matter 
of national policy preferences – implicit or explicit.”  

                          World Bank, 2015

The objective: to expand professional frontline 
employment, and support services in the public sector, 
particularly in areas where there are currently major 
shortages of staff which are affecting service delivery; 
to formalise and insource those currently outsourced 
and casualised, but performing public service jobs; to 
reconfigure the wage and occupational structure to 
reduce wage gaps and achieve greater equity; and to 
reduce the levels of unnecessary bureaucracy, while giving 
adequate administrative and other support to frontline 
professionals.

Focus mainly on jobs: there is a high level of complexity 
relating to issues of restructuring the public service/ 
sector, and this Brief focuses on important elements of 
the employment challenge, although this of necessity 
touches on numerous aspects of managing public sector 
transformation – including fiscal management, training 
and human resource management, wage policy and 
labour market regulation, cooperative governance etc.

Overlap with other working groups: there is a close 
relationship between the challenge of capacitating the 
public service adequately, and the working group on 
Inclusive Growth, as there are significant issues relating 
to taxation and our fiscal posture which need to be 
addressed. This public sector working group should 
therefore liaise closely with that group on the identified 
issues. There is also a need to work with the Education 
and Skills WG on the issue of addressing skills shortages 
which affect the public sector.

Note: the terms public service and broader public sector in 

this brief are used interchangeably, although they mean 
different things, because some of the issues raised apply 
both to the public service and the broader public sector. 
Much of the statistical appendices focus on the public 
service, but trends outlined also have broader relevance. 
The profile of the public sector (including national 
provincial and local government, as well as government 
agencies and SOEs) is outlined in Figures 1 and 3 and Table 
8.

 

II. THE PUBLIC SECTOR JOBS 
CHALLENGE
There is a view, repeatedly advanced in the media, by 
conservative forces in society, and some academics1, 
that the public sector in South Africa is bloated, that we 
have too many public servants, that they constitute a 
labour elite, and that public sector wages are crowding 
out other forms of expenditure, particularly investment. 
They suggest that we must freeze further employment, 
and cut back on existing employment. This perspective is 
also advanced in important respects by leading Treasury 
officials2.

Size of the Public Sector

There is no specific size that the public sector should be. 
Some less-developed economies may have a larger civil 
service which is an important source of formal employment 
– almost akin to a social insurance policy in countries 
that lack sufficient sources of stable employment (e.g. 
see Rodrik, 2000). In some countries it is used as a way 
of absorbing graduates and of reducing social tensions. 
The figures vary depending on the source, but it could 
be said that the public service in Latin America and East 
Asia respectively accounts for about 14% and 11% of the 
labour force. These figures are much higher when taken 
in proportion to the non-agricultural labour force, rising 
to 18% and 20% respectively.

It is, however, perhaps surprising that industrialised 
countries have, on average, higher proportions of their 
labour force employed in the public service (about 17%) 

9. Collective bargaining should move away from strategies which entrench wage differentials, such 
as across the board increases; and systematically take forward key elements of the above package.

10. Mechanisms must be found to expedite these changes and to sequence some of the short term 
measures which can be taken to rapidly improve the situation, with the longer term structural 
changes which are required.
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(Marinakas, 1994; Rodrik, 2000).

Economies such as Sweden or Norway that have strong 
welfare states employ a large proportion (more than 
30%) of the formal workforce (Hammouya, 1999), and at 
some points in time this has been an explicit or implicit 
part of their employment solution.

South Africa’s public service is smaller: it employs 
about 9% of the labour force, about 10% of the non- 
agricultural labour force and accounts for about 18% of 
formal employment. In South Africa, public employment 
contracted in the 1990s (it was previously equal to 15% 
of the labour force in 1995), and was stagnant up to 2005 
and has since been growing. The choice to expand public 
employment is a purely administrative or political choice.

Altman and Hassan, 2010

Austerity budgets proposed in the 2019/21 MTEF 
framework require large cutbacks and will put extreme 
pressure on public service – and broader public sector 
– jobs. Expenditure ceilings are used to freeze posts. 
It is further argued that this situation can only change 
when GDP grows. The Jobs Summit therefore, needs to 
confront the question: in the light of these arguments, is 
it inevitable that public sector employment must shrink, 
and therefore is it undesirable to propose the creation of 
further public sector jobs?

The reality however is far more complex than what is 
described above:

1. Despite having to extend services to a large population 
historically excluded from many services, the numbers 
employed by government (local provincial and 
national) compared to the numbers employed under 
apartheid has not significantly increased as a share of 
total employment – see Figures 8-10 in the attached 
Appendices, and Tables 6 and 7. Table 6 shows that 
there was a reduction of 203 000 public service 
jobs between 1995-99. While those cutbacks were 
subsequently reversed, this was not done on a scale 
which kept pace with the growth in the economy, the 
population, or service delivery requirements.

2. When measured against the size of the population, 
South Africa’s public sector is actually small by 
international standards – see Tables 1 and 2. The 
World Bank (2015) estimates that public sector 
workers in South Africa (including SOEs) only 
constitute 3.1% of the population, which is very low 
when compared to the middle income average of 

6%. The IMF (2010), for a slightly different period, 
estimate the average public sector employment for 
middle income countries to be 6.8%. Both estimates 
suggest, using population size as a benchmark, that 
our public sector is comparatively small.

3. However, this picture is mixed depending on the 
benchmark used. By international standards, our 
public sector appears to consume a relatively high 
proportion of the national budget and GDP. See Tables 
1-4, and Figure 4. This is a result of a combination 
of factors, including the growing high skills and 
managerial profile of the sector, improvement in 
pay and conditions (including introduction of the 
OSD), and a bloated bureaucracy at the top of the 
public service- see below. Further, the low levels of 
growth of the economy, low levels of tax revenue 
and restrictive budgetary policies, combine to ensure 
that the relative share of public sector pay, is higher 
than it would be in a more expansionary and growing 
economy.

4. There is a dire shortage of frontline service delivery 
workers, and large numbers of unfilled posts or 
vacancies, and measures to freeze or cut back on 
posts. According to Hassan (2017), government data 
identifies nearly 200 000 vacancies in 2016, set out 
in Table 5. It is notable that vacancies ‘dropped’ by 
120 000 from 2012 to 2013, which suggests that there 
was a removal of many posts from Departmental 
organograms (not that there was a massive 
recruitment drive3), thus technically ‘removing’ the 
vacancies. Hassan and Altman (2010: 42) estimate 
that vacancies and skills shortages may be far greater 
than the 200 000 figure – up to a million, quoting 
the Public Service Commission from 2007.  Further, 
expenditure ceilings, freezing of posts, etc over 
the last several years have reduced the number of 
vacancies being filled. The 2018 Budget Review states 
that the ‘compensation ceilings’ of government were 
reduced by R10 billion in 2017, and R15 billion in 
2018, i.e. imposing effective cuts to the wage bill. This 
is expected to worsen in 2019. Fiscal austerity is also 
squeezing out other forms of expenditure, on which 
public servants rely (medicines, infrastructure, books 
etc), as the envelope shrinks. Crisis measures such as 
the employment of temporary teachers, compromise 
the quality of delivery.

5. The composition of the public sector wage bill, and 
the public service employment profile, is of critical 
importance, with a growing proportion of expenditure 
going to the top six grades, raising problems of 
misallocation of resources to administration which is 
insufficiently connected to service delivery, high wage 
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gaps, and inadequate resources going to frontline 
services. So it is very important to disaggregate where 
the increase in expenditure and employment is being 
directed. This trend is shown in Figures 7, and 13-
16. Table 9 shows changes in employment by salary 
level 2009-16, and reveals that while in numerical 
terms the increase in these grades seems relatively 
small (around 22 000 additional public service jobs), 
in percentage (and cost) terms, the increase in high-
skilled and managerial posts from Grades 11-15 was 
very pronounced. This is significant because the cost of 
these posts is so high. The top echelons (levels 11-16) 
absorbed 15% of the salary costs in 2016/17, despite 
representing less than 6% of the workforce4. Table 
12 shows that although teachers, nurses and police 
constitute 55% of all workers, they only accounted 
for around 40% of the increase in jobs from 2006-
2009. The High Skilled Supervision sector has grown 
from 6% of employment in 2001 to 18% in 2016. This 
confirms the trend of a more rapid employment of 
those in the higher grades, and office based staff.

6. The increase in high-level highly-paid posts at the top 
level of the bureaucracy is only one of the reasons 
for the sharp rise in employment costs. They have 
also risen significantly for positive reasons: in part 
because of the introduction of` the Occupation 
Specific Dispensation (OSD) – first agreed in 2007 
to attract professionals to the public service; as well 
as the strength of unions in successfully fighting for 
improved wages and conditions. These improvements 
for workers however are massively counteracted 
by the difficult conditions under which frontline 
workers operate, because of shortages of staff 
and infrastructure, which is being worsened by the 
budget cutbacks, and create intolerable working 
environments in schools, health care facilities, police 
stations, frontline offices etc. An element of this 
pressure is the lack of proper administrative support 
to allow the professionals to concentrate on their 
core functions.

7. Many low skilled jobs have been either regraded, 
removed from the public service or outsourced. The 
shift from entry level unskilled jobs was also in part 
expedited by the move away from employment in the 
bottom four grades and the consolidation of many 
of the low-paid jobs, including many clerical workers, 
into Grade 5 – see Table 9 which shows that between 
2009-16 there was a decrease of about 60 000 jobs 
in grades 0-4, and an increase of over 100 000 jobs 
in Grade 5 – by far the largest growth of any job 
category over this period.

8. Hassen (2017) outlines the following forms of 

outsourcing: Community based delivery systems, 
which are cheaper for government. Table 15 provides 
a tally of the number of stipend workers working 
in four community delivery systems. It is estimated 
that over 360 000 workers are working on stipends 
that range from R840 per month to R2 500 per 
month. Government either contracts with an NGO or 
community workers are directly paid by government. 
Secondly commercial contracting out: Services such as 
cleaning, and security are routinely contracted out at 
the bottom end, and services such as internal audit, 
strategic planning and even policy development 
at the higher end. The unions and government are 
engaged in a process around outsourcing, that will be 
tabled at the bargaining council, to test the validity 
of the claim that outsourced services are cheaper 
than internal hiring. Box 2 outlines the many forms 
of outsourcing which are used in the three major 
delivery areas.

9. The challenge of expanding public service jobs is 
not just one of economic growth and fiscal space. It 
is about the need for a strategy to reconfigure the 
public service, and the state as employer. Growth 
alone will not deliver the desired outcomes, if the 
public service continues to be unsuited to delivering 
its developmental mandate. The vision of the NDP 
for a capable state requires having the right numbers 
of trained and resourced people in the right places. 
It is not per se about growing or contracting as a 
principle. In reality building a capable state means 
substantially expanding certain areas particularly at 
the coalface of delivery, but also contracting other 
areas, particularly elements of the bureaucracy that 
are not productive. Further, evidence – see Figure 2, 
Table 7 – suggests that there is no direct relationship 
between GDP growth and public sector employment. 
Periods of high GDP growth – such as in the period 
from 2000-2006 –  saw little public jobs growth. 
And the largest expansion in public sector jobs took 
place after the global financial crisis – acting as a 
countercyclical cushion.

10. Patterns of growth in the Public Sector are not uniform 
at national provincial and local levels. Even in periods 
of high growth of the public service, some areas have 
seen a contraction in their jobs numbers – see Figure 
11 which shows employment shrinking in the poorest 
rural provinces, as it grows elsewhere. This is especially 
problematic as these areas economies rely more 
heavily on public sector employment. Further, more 
remote provinces and rural areas battle to attract 
key skills. For instance, according to the HSRC, in the 
Western Cape and Gauteng, there are 14.7 and 12.6 
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physicians per 10 000 people respectively, comparing 
favourably with middle-income countries, in contrast 
with the stark reality of Limpopo which has only 1.8 
doctors per 10 000, placing this province only slightly 
above the average for sub-Saharan Africa. This raises 
inter alia the need for development and recruitment 
of local and foreign skilled people in areas of critical 
shortage, and incentives to professionals to work in 
rural areas.

III. PREVIOUS AGREEMENTS TO 
ADDRESS THIS CHALLENGE
In the 2009 Framework Agreement to address the Global 
Financial Crisis, the following was agreed:

“there is scope for improving the employment intake by 
the public sector in

• the process of strengthening the education, health 
and social work sectors and criminal-justice system in 
SA and

• filling departmental vacancies at national, provincial 
and municipal levels.

In addition, there are opportunities to create stable 
employment through the public service employing people 
for certain tasks that are currently outsourced or casual. 
Government will do a review of its outsourcing practices 
to improve the conditions of work.”

There were three important areas identified in the 
agreement. These have been unevenly and inadequately 
taken forward. The first two – strengthening key delivery 
sectors, and filling vacancies –  are closely related. The 
evidence contained in this brief and statistical appendices 
clearly suggests that progress in this regard has been 
hampered by the lack of a coherent plan to reconfigure 
the public service, and a fiscal stance which frustrates 
the achievement of these objectives. The commitment 
to review outsourcing has also not been taken forward 
in a meaningful way, as nine years later there is no clear 
evidence of action to achieve an insourcing agenda. 

This commitment to begin a process of insourcing was 
again made in the 2009 MTSF; the 2012 public service 
agreement; the ANC’s 2014 Elections Manifesto; and 
there are reports that unions have been in discussions 
with government on this matter. Yet again, it will not be 
possible to achieve this objective without a coherent plan, 
or a decision to create the fiscal space to implement it.

IV. PROPOSALS ON PUBLIC 
SERVICE JOBS
These proposals include the need for a number of policy 
changes, which are outlined below.

1. Targets should be set to meet critical shortages in 
key delivery areas, at different levels of government 
and within selected SOEs. Minimum ratios should 
be established and adhered to such as doctors and 
nurses per population; teachers per students; police 
per community members. This must be combined 
with an intensive programme to train the necessary 
professionals; attract back South African professionals 
who have left the country; and where necessary, 
recruit foreign professionals in the interim.

2. A programme must immediately be initiated to fill 
identified vacant posts in areas of frontline service 
delivery, and creation of new posts where required. 
Full disclosure of information on the current shortages 
per department and levels of government must be 
adhered to and provided by the end of 2018. Targets 
should be set to grow the public service in the short 
and medium term, identifying where the shortages 
are, and where jobs should be created5.

3. The redeployment of administrative staff 
from government offices to perform financial 
management, administrative, and clerical skills – to 
schools, police stations, clinics, hospitals,  etc – as 
support to frontline delivery workers. Targets must be 
set for a comprehensive redeployment over an agreed 
time period, and pilot programmes for administrative 
redeployment established in all spheres of the public 
sector by the beginning of next year. Hassen (2017) 
outlines how 25-50 000 administrative support people 
could be redeployed to achieve this objective in table 
16.

4. Incentives should be introduced, or improved, to 
service delivery professionals to move to areas of 
greatest need, in collaboration with unions.

5. Reconfiguring the wage structure to release 
resources for service delivery; consolidate unnecessary 
bureaucracy (including phasing out unnecessary high 
paid posts), particularly in the top echelons; and 
reducing wage gaps6. A transparent human resource 
plan for the public service must be finalised within 
the next year which deliberately aims to achieve 
these goals.

6. The formalisation and employment of key ‘stipend 
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workers’ in communities performing essential public 
service roles. Research by Hassan (2017) suggests 
that at least 30 000 such entry level jobs could be 
introduced each year (90000 in 3 years) by creating 
a new category in the public service who earn the 
National Minimum Wage, which would be a significant 
improvement on their current remuneration. The 
insourcing of identified public service jobs which 
have been outsourced.

7. The above should not be subject to interminable 
investigations. It is concerning that the 2013 
Presidential Commission into related matters has 
not yet reported. Its TORs have now been extended 
to end October 2018 and Labour should consider 
making an input to it on these proposals. Mechanisms 
must be found to expedite these changes at national 
provincial and local levels; and to sequence some 
of the short term measures which can be taken to 
rapidly improve the situation, with the longer term 
structural changes which are required. Agreements 
are needed at the Jobs Summit on the key principles 
outlined here, and a process to elaborate the details.

8. Abandonment of ‘blunt tool’ fiscal instruments which 
seek to freeze posts across the board, place caps on 
personnel etc, regardless of the objective needs, 
including in the upcoming MTEF.

9. Fiscal policy must be adjusted to accommodate 
delivery imperatives. Short-sighted austerity policies 
which frustrate development must be abandoned; 
and a deliberate programme of expanding tax 
revenue, both through progressive taxation measures, 
and cracking down on tax evasion and illicit capital 
flows, must be urgently instituted. Detailed proposals 
setting out Labour’s inputs on tax will be submitted 
to the Inclusive Growth Working Group, and should 
be cross-referenced to the work of this group. 
‘Rightsizing’ of the Public Sector must aim to create 
a capable state able to achieve its developmental 
mandate, and requires fiscal expansion, including 
raising the tax: GDP ratio which is low in terms of 
our developmental challenges, as well as standards in 
comparator countries.

10. Collective bargaining should move away from 
strategies which entrench wage differentials, such 
as across the board increases; and systematically take 
forward key elements of the above package. See 
summary of agreements, Appendix 2.

V. COSTS AND JOBS IMPACT
Costs, savings, and jobs impact depend on the scale of the 

changes chosen in relation to:

• Unfreezing of posts and creation of new posts

• The reduction of high paid bureaucratic posts, 
capping of salaries, and the reduction in perks and 
benefits, the consolidation of depts etc

• Reallocation of personnel to areas of greatest need

• The insourcing, and formalisation of stipend workers

Labour should seek to establish acceptance of the princi-
ples outlined in this proposal. Management of the costs 
can be achieved in various ways, including through recon-
figuring the wage and personnel structure; the achieve-
ment of better tax efficiencies, combating tax evasion, 
and increasing progressive taxation.
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APPENDICES ON PUBLIC SECTOR JOBS  

APPENDIX 1: TABLES ON STATE AND SHAPE OF PUBLIC SERVICE
Figure 1: Employment in South Africa’s Public Sector, 2009 (Hassen and Altman HSRC, 2010)

Figure 2: Number of public service workers (1995-2008) (Hassen and Altman HSRC, 2010)
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The table shows there is little correlation between GDP growth and rising public service jobs. The highest growth period 
(2000-2006) saw little jobs growth.

Table 1: Public Sector Employment: Percent of population (IMF 2010)

Note: if we use South African statistics from 2011, the South African population according to the 2011 census was 51,8 
million, and the public sector, including SOEs, employed 2,4 million workers. This gives a ratio: population of around 4.5%, 
significantly below the average for middle income countries of 6.8%. 

The World Bank database (2000-2006) puts the South African public sector population ratio even lower, at 3.1%; and 
calculates the ratio for middle income countries at 6%. State owned enterprise employment: population, at 0,6% is way 

below the ratio for middle income countries of 3%.

Table 2: World Bank database on public sector employment, 2015

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 Average

South Africa
4 General 

government 
sector (1+2+3)

3,14% 3,19% 3,12% 3,11% 3,12% 2,37% 3,27% 3,0%

5 State Owned 
Enterprise

0,58%             0,6%

6 Public Sector 
Employment 

(4+5)
3,71% 3,19% 3,12% 3,11% 3,12% 2,37% 3,27% 3,1%

Employment 
by Region

General 
Government

State 
Owned 

Enterprise

Public 
Sector

Sub-Saharan 
Africa (n=9)

3,9% 1,5% 4,6%
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Table 3: Government Compensation of Employees (IMF 2010)

East Asia & 
Pacific (n=7)

2,5%  2,7%

Eastern 
Europe and 
Central Asia 

(n=18)

6,3% 4,3% 10,3%

Latin 
America & 
Caribbean 

(n=15)

5,0% 1,1% 5,0%

Middle East 
& North 

Africa (n=8)
6,6% 1,0% 6,6%

OECD (n=29) 7,8% 2,3% 9,4%

South Asia 
(n=3)

1,1%  1,6%

Employment 
by Income 

Level

General 
Government

State 
Owned 

Enterprise

Public 
Sector

High Income 
(n=37)

8% 2% 10%

Middle 
Income 
(n=46)

5% 3% 6%

Low Income 
(n=6)

1% 0% 1%
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Over the last few years, spending on public servants salaries as a share of total spending has hovered around 33%. This is 
higher than the average for middle income countries. 

Table 4: Health and Education Sector Wage Bills, 2001-08 (Percent of sectoral expenditures) (IMF 2010)

This table shows the proportion of Education and Health spending spent on wages in various regions. In South Africa 
spending on health workers in 2016/17 (Sachs 2018) was higher- 63.2% of health spending.

Table 5: Vacancies in the public service (2010-2016) (Hassen 2017)
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Note: The drop in vacancies from 234 000 to 114 000 (a reduction of 120 000 people, or a reduction in the vacancy rate 
from 17.3% to 8.8%) in a year – from 2012-2013 – seems massive (given that the public service only increased by 70 000 
in this period, and not all of these were filled vacancies, a maximum of 50 000 could have been filled vacancies). It is very 
possible that this was achieved largely through the ‘redrawing of departmental organograms’- i.e. the elimination of 
posts, so that this was purely a technical exercise. This suggests that the actual shortages/vacancy rate since 2013 may be 
as much as 100 000 more than the official figures suggest.

The vacancies include significant number of teachers, nurses, and police. The issue of vacancies in the national and 
provincial public service is compounded at a local government level, where Statistics South Africa indicates a vacancy rate 
of 14.4%, where important services are performed, including health and safety functions. (Hassan p. 22)7.

Table 6: Summary of changes in public service employment across three periods (Hassen and Altman HSRC, 2010)

Table 7: Periodisation of changes in headcount II (Hassen 2017)
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Figure 3: Share of public sector employment in total employment (Bhorat et al, 2015)

Figure 4: Compensation as a percent of spending (1996 to 2020) (Hassen 2017)
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Compensation as a percentage of spending has declined from 40.8% in 1996 to slightly over 33% in the current period. 
While relatively high by international standards it should be born in mind that this relative contraction in spending on 
compensation has come during a period when services have had to massively be extended to the majority, who were 
previously excluded from access to many of the services. In the context of low growth and poor revenue collection the 
percentage of all recurrent costs – including salaries – will increase even in the context of salaries being pegged to inflation. 

Figure 5: Personnel spending as a percentage of total spending (1997-2013) (Hassen and Altman HSRC, 2010)
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Figure 6: Year on year changes in compensation for employees and total expenditure (Hassen 2017)

Hassen “Unions will argue that a distinction between personnel spending and other forms of spending is not tenable, 
because personnel deliver services. On the other hand, an argument is presented that personnel spending is crowding out 
other forms of spending. Both perspectives have merits, in that a developmental path that achieves the goals of lower 
unemployment and inequality will require both personnel and budget increases and /or reprioritisation.”
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Figure 7: Remuneration of government employees (monthly average in 2016 prices) (Sachs 2018)

Figure 8: General government as a percent of formal employment and total employment (Hassen & Altman, 2010)
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Contrary to the idea that the democratic government has massively bloated the public sector, the graph above shows that 
its share of employment was slightly higher in 1994 than in 2008, and below there is no relationship between general 
employment growth, and public sector jobs growth.

Figure 9: Percentage change in general government and total employment (Hassen & Altman, 2010)

Figure 10: General government as a share of total employment (Hassen and Altman HSRC, 2010)
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Table 8: Employment in the public sector (2008-14) (Bhorat, 2015)

Source: StatsSA QLFS (2008-14); own calculations

Figure 11: Difference in employment from 2009 to 2016 by National and Provinces (Hassen 2017)

From 2009 to 2016, total employment in the public service increased by 83 851. However, the increases were not uniform, 
with some provinces experiencing a decline in employment. This is shown in the graph

SKILLS INTENSIFICATION IN THE PUBLIC SERVICE
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Figure 12: Skills profile of the public service (1995-2008) (Hassen and Altman 2010)

Figure 13: Salary costs by skills levels (Hassen 2017)

The data shows that most spending on salaries occurs in levels 7-10. This level includes the majority of teaches and nurses. 
At the same time, the top echelons (levels 11-16) absorb 15 % of the salary costs, despite representing less than 6% of the 
workforce (and Levels 1-6 the salary costs 28.3%, but covers 46.3% of public service workers):
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Figure 14: Comparison of salary costs and headcount by skills band (Hassen 2017)

Figure 15: Percent of total employment by skills bands (2001, 2016) (Hassen 2017)

The biggest change in terms of percentage share of employment is the growth of the High Skilled Supervision sector which 
has grown from 6.2% in 2001 to 18% in 2016.
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Figure 16: Compensation costs by salary bands (Muller 2017)

The table below shows the percentage of employment by salary level from 2009 to 
2016. Summary data of the analyses shows the number of new jobs created between 
2001 and 2016 by salary band.
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Table 9: Change in employment by salary level (2009 to 2016) (Hassen 2017)

The largest increase in jobs has been at level 5. This is not necessarily new jobs, but part of a process of regrading clerical 
workers. The data however shows that from levels 7 upwards, a noticeable increase (of around 70 000 posts) in professional 
and middle and senior management positions. These increases are split between frontline service delivery positions, and 
head office staff up to level 12. From level 13 and upwards, these positions are largely based at offices.

Box 1: Occupational Specific Dispensation (OSD) Agreements Reached (Hassen and Altman, 2010)
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Figure 18: OSD vs Non-OSD by Salary level (Hassen 2017)

The graph shows the distribution of workers on an Occupational Specific Dispensation (OSD) position by salary level, and 
those not on an OSD position. The results show that especially in Grades 7, 8, 9 and 10, a substantial proportion of members 
are on an OSD position. These salary levels are mostly held by nurses, teachers and police. The OSD was introduced because 
the public sector could not recruit sufficient numbers and could not compete with private sector salaries.

The data from the National Treasury also shows that growth in the public service employment has been more rapid in OSD 
positions, than non-OSD positions. The largest increases are in fact at senior management levels, as shown in the table 
below.

Table 11: Growth in employment for OSD and Non-OSD positions (2008/9 to 2016/17) (Hassen 2017) 
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Table 11: Changes in employment of major occupations 2009-2016 (teachers, nurses and police) (Hassen 2017)

Table 12: Changes in employment for teachers, nurses and police (2006-2009) compared to rest of public service (Hassen 
and Altman, 2010)
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This table shows that although these frontline workers constitute 55% of all workers, they only accounted for around 
40% of the increase in jobs from 2006-2009. This confirms the trend of a more rapid employment of those in the higher 
grades, and office-based staff.

Table 13: Changes in employment & salaries for teachers, nurses and police (2009/10 to 2016/17) (Hassen 2017)

Average salaries: The average annual salary growth rate is in nominal terms ie does not account for inflation. According 
to Hassen the data suggests a real decrease in average salaries- an annual growth of between 2.2-2.4%. This indicates 
that only some professionals got above inflation increases in this period. Note: The introduction of the OSD provided for 
a regrading of a large number of jobs in the public service, including fairly large wage increases up to 2009. The OSD was 
introduced for nurses and police between 2007 and 2009.

Numbers: The table shows changes in major professions that deliver frontline services. It shows no growth in teaching 
numbers and small growth in police and corrections officers. Nursing increased by 2.9% over this period. Therefore 
the growth in frontline professionals constituted a relatively small portion of the total growth in the public service. An 
inference from the data is that government employment practises still prioritise senior management staff over service 
delivery personnel.
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Table 14: Average remuneration in the public service (Hassen 2017)

The public service has grown wages at the bottom grades slightly more rapidly than the top. The average annual growth 
rate is 3.3% in nominal terms. This implies that average remuneration has declined in real terms, which is counter to the 
rhetoric surrounding excessive salary gains for public service workers.

Wage ratio: the table shows that the average wage ratio between the bottom four grades (R1.23 million vs R160 thousand) 
and the top four grades is around 8:1 in 2016. This ratio would be far higher for the top wages, and the bottom wages in 
the public service (and this will still be calculated). But it gives a good sense of the disproportionate resources which are 
being absorbed by increasing employment at the top.

Table 15: Estimating the number of Community based workers (Hassen 2017)
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In the four programmes identified, it is estimated that around 360 000 workers are working on stipends that range from   
R 840 per month to over R 2 500-00 per month. In some instances, government contracts with an NGO and in other instanc-
es workers are directly paid by government.

Box 2: Outsourcing in education, policing and health (Hassen and Altman 2010)

Table 16: Scenarios for redeploying personnel to frontline services (Hassen 2017)
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Hassan in this table constructs 3 potential scenarios. An assumption is made that at levels 1 - 5, and levels 13-15, 10%, 15% 
and 20% of the workforce is redeployed. This calculation

• leaves Grades 7 to 12 unchanged, as these are considered for this exercise to consist of frontline personnel.

• Assumes that 50% of existing staff are already in frontline positions.

The potential redeployments to frontline services is large, ranging between 25 000 to just over 50 000.

APPENDIX 2: COLLECTIVE BARGAINING OUTCOMES

SUMMARY OF AGREEMENTS REACHED 

(1995-2016) SOURCE: HASSAN (2017)
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1. See for example Bhorat et al Demographic, Employment, 
and Wage Trends in South Africa 2015. 

2. See Michael Sachs The Politics of Fiscal Policy 
Presentation to Tshisimani February 2018. 

3. Total public service employment in 2013 only increased 
by 70 000. Assuming that half of this was filled vacancies. 
This still leaves over 80 000 vacancies unaccounted for.

4. On the other hand, 57% of the personnel spending 
comprising 48% of workers, is on levels 7-10, the category 
which covers most teaching, policing and nursing jobs.

5. Hassen (2017) calculates that reaching the NDP 
employment target in 2030 requires the public sector, 
social services, and parastatals to contribute between 740 
000 and 1.6 million jobs, dependent on the scenarios.

6. Historical commitments to reducing wage gaps in the 
public service has weakened recently, and needs to be re- 
established.

7. Hassen and Altman HSRC (2010) suggest that the 
number of vacancies may be actually closer to one million.


