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The need for skills 
Currently South Africa is in a rather unusual position. On
the one hand it has cemented its position in global politics as
a young, but stable and exemplary democracy. On the other
hand it is plagued by rampant unemployment, which is
currently calculated at 40 percent (Hirsch, 2004) and is
ravaged by the HIV/Aids pandemic, which is depleting it of
massive numbers of economically active people. The most
affected are the majority blacks who were previously
excluded from a broad range of opportunities and are now
caught in what Ramphele (2002) calls the relentless, vicious
cycle of poverty that, too often, crosses generations. As
McGrath (2004) has consistently argued, the apartheid
legacy of poor education and training for black South
Africans has resulted in a seriously dysfunctional skills
development system. 

In a speech delivered in parliament, Mbeki (1998),
borrowing from Benjamin Disraeli’s 1845 novel Sybil, or
Two Nations, described South Africa as a country of two
nations: one white, relatively prosperous, regardless of
gender or geographic dispersal, with access to a developed
economy and infrastructure. The other, black and poor, with
the worst affected being women in the rural areas, the black
rural population in general and the disabled. Mbeki argued
that this nation lives under conditions of a grossly
underdeveloped economic, physical, educational,
communication and other infrastructure, and has virtually no
possibility to exercise what in reality amounts to a
theoretical right to equal opportunity. According to this
logic, inequality continues to reign supreme in post-
apartheid South Africa. 

These concerns were not unfounded. Unsurprisingly,
‘given South Africa’s history of apartheid, there is still a
strong correlation between race and household income. Nine
out of ten households in ... the poorest 60 percent of
households were black in 1993’ (Nattrass and Seekings
2001). From this analysis it is evident that skills
development is sine qua non to South Africa’s efforts to
break free of the legacy of apartheid and concomitant
inequality, unemployment and poverty. Indeed a broad
spectrum of policy and legislation for this very purpose is
already in place.

Policy mechanisms on skills development
The South African Government’s Departments of Labour
(DoL) and Education (DoE) have been in the forefront of
conceiving policy and legislation for facilitating skills
development. In order ‘to equip South Africans with the
skills to succeed in the global market’ (DoL, 2001:3), the
DoL outlines its objectives as: to develop a culture of high

quality life-long learning; to foster skills development in the
formal economy for productivity and employment growth; to
stimulate and support skills development in small
businesses; to promote skills development for employability
and sustainable livelihoods through social development
initiatives, and to assist new entrants into employment (DoL,
2002:2). Policy mechanisms include The National Skills
Development Strategy (NSDS): Skills for Productive
Citizenship for all by the Department of Labour (DoL 2001)
and the Human Resource Development Strategy for South
Africa: A nation at work for a better life for all by the
Department of Education (DoE and DoL, 2001). Associated
legislation (the Skills Development Act of 1998 and the Skills
Development Levies Act of 1999), provides a framework for
devising and implementing national, sector and workplace
strategies to develop and improve the skills of the South
African work force. This article focuses on the Sector
Education and Training Authorities, or SETAs

The SETAs 
The SETAs were established in 2000 within the framework
of the NSDS to provide training to broaden the country’s
skills base. They cover a wide range of areas in which skills
development is deemed a national priority, including
education; energy; construction; chemicals; banks, financial
and accounting services; food and beverages manufacturing;
forest industries; chemical industries; health and welfare;
information systems, electronics and telecommunication
technologies; public services; local government; water;
manufacturing; and engineering.

Under the terms of the NSDS, business disburses 1% of
its wage costs to a skills levy, which is controlled by the
South African Revenue Services (SARS) and distributed to
the 25 SETAs. The levy can be reclaimed by business upon
providing proof of the existence of skills development
programs in areas that are prioritised by the NSDS and are
accredited by the South African Qualifications Authority
(SAQA). In 2003 business and government poured a massive
R3 billion into the SETAs (Arde, 2003), the Services SETA,
the largest of the 25, alone receiving levy contributions in
the region of R142 million. It is therefore not surprising that
the DoL (2002) regards the SETAs as a major component of
the infrastructure for the delivery of the NSDS. It argues that
they are a significant innovation to help change attitudes
about education and training and outlines their purpose as: to
develop and implement sector skills plans within the
framework of the NSDS; to promote learnerships and
register learnership agreements; to apply for accreditation
with the SAQA; to collect and disburse the skills
development levies in the sector; and to liaise with the
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National Skills Authority and the employment services in the
Department and with education bodies. 

But how do the SETAs measure up with regard to skills
development, given the billions of Rands that they muster?
The emergent picture is uninspiring. Recently the SETAs
have been buffeted by claims of underperformance, financial
mismanagement, corruption and fraud totalling about R1
billion (Arde, 2003). There has also been negative publicity
revolving around claims that they have failed to spend R2.8
billion of their skills training budget. The Department of
Labour has even enlisted the services of the Scorpions,
South Africa’s elite crime busting unit, to investigate fraud
and financial mismanagement within some of the SETAs.
Given the skills deficiencies sketched above it is logical to
expect that those involved in implementing skills
development initiatives would treat their mandate with
urgency. Perhaps the fact that the SETAs do not measure up
to their policy and legislative mandate is an indication of the
dilemma with understandings of the notion of skills in South
Africa. 

Understandings of the notion of skills in South
Africa 
McGrath (2004) argues that ‘understandings of skills have
never been monolithic in South Africa. Workers, for
instance, have inevitably had different views of their own
skills and how to use them than employers’. McGrath’s
contention is that previously black involvement in South
Africa’s white economy was peripheral. Early
industrialization was based on the craft skills of white
immigrants. As a result the state and employers paid less
attention to the role of indigenous skills formation than was
necessary. Pressure to protect white semi-skilled labour
against cheaper black labour generated racialised views
about aptitudes for work and skills, designed to constrain
skills development for blacks. McGrath argues that ‘if
Africans were to enter the ‘white economy’, it was to be
primarily on the mines, where the migrant labour system
began that was at the heart of South Africa’s approach to
skills for much of the twentieth century’ (ibid.). McGrath
makes an important observation on the gendered nature of
the notion of skill, for instance the pervasive male perception
of the undesirability of women working in commerce and
industry. Until as recently as the 1970s women workers were
not accommodated in the mining sector. 

McGrath’s contention (ibid.) is that the evolution of
attitudes towards skill, labour market structures, and the
economy in just over a century of South African
industrialization had, by 1994, resulted in a seriously
dysfunctional skills development system. Three major
problems now face the new democratic order: first, skill
have been profoundly racialised and gendered. Second,
absence of consensus and co-operation around skills
development is not simply about race, because the apartheid
state ‘had abandoned much of its responsibility for building
skills, and business seemed incapable of developing a
strategic position’. Third, the country’s apartheid-driven

industrial development path had resulted in intense
polarization of skills, between high skill and low skill
elements, with serious underdevelopment of an intermediate
skill segment, which is seen as essential to successful
industrialization and competitiveness internationally. 

Conclusion
This article has provided a brief historical account of the
notion of skills in South Africa prior to 1994 and the
seriously dysfunctional skills development system with
associated rampant levels of unemployment inherited by the
new democratic order. The government has embarked on
what on paper appears to be a viable approach to dealing
with the country’s skills abnormalities. But as highlighted
above, the SETAs, whose mandate is to provide training with
the view to broadening the country’s skills base, are already
having serious logistical problems. It can be reasonably
inferred that the pursuit of selfish personal interest and greed
has compromised what was to become a strategic initiative
for delivering long overdue social justice to the previously
excluded majority black South Africans.  
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