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^ p H E primary causes of the massive problem 
of unskilled workers are racialism and apart

heid. 
Secondary causes are the black population in

crease — from 3,5 million in 1904 to 17,7 million 
m 1974 to a projected 37,1 million in 2 000 as 
compared with 3,5 million in 1904 to 4,2 million in 
1974 to 6,9 million in 2 000 for whites; black 
migration to urban life style and employment — 
blacks in urban areas increased from 1,7 million 
in 1946 to more than five million by 1970; and 
the low educational level. 

In 1970, 88,2 per cent of the black work force 
consisted of people with an educational level 
below standard 6. Only 1,4 per cent had education 
above metric level. Ratios of expenditure on edu
cation, white to black, still bear the stamp of 
radical racialism. In 1975, 225 million rands were 
spent on black education while 436 million were 
spent on whites. The per capita ratio is an appal
ling Rl to R10. 

There is no possibility tha t tbe existing few in
stitutions for higher and vocational education 
can meet the needs of the number of black chil
dren leaving school each year, let alone provide 
any kind of service for members of the work force 
who wish to upgrade their skills. 
/ In 1970 62 per cent of the work force was com
posed of blacks; 10 per cent coloureds; two per 
cent Asians and 20 per cent whites. In 1975, 
71,5 per cent were black and only 17,9 per cent 
white. Our entire economy has been built on the 
false premise that four-fifth of the population are 
prepared to live on inadequate wages, while less 
than one fifth reap all the benefits. 

An analysis of black income (Johannesburg 
1975) shows tha t less than six per cent of blacks 
are professional, managerial or skilled workers 
earning an average of over R175 per month; 20 
per cent are semi-skilled, earning an average of 
R122 per month, and 74 per cent are unskilled, 
earning an average of R80 per month. These are 
earnings per household. By contrast whites have 
6,3 per cent who earn less than R175 per month, 
13 per cent who earn less than R326 per month, 
64 per cent earn between R325 and R999 and 
16 per cent who average over R l 000 per month 
per household. 

There is little agreement as to what constitutes 
poverty, as it is always a relative rather than an 
absolute measure. There are three systems of 
measuring poverty which are presently generally 
accepted. 

PDL Studies (poverty datum line) are genuine 
poverty studies extracting mean monthly expen
diture from an analysis of actual households in 
a given community. This level is NOT for wage 
setting. The SPDL (secondary PDL) is usually 
50 per cent higher than PDL and presumably 
could be used for wage setting. 

Minimum Living Level (MLL) includes food, 
clothes, cleansing materials, fuel, light, accom
modation, transport, medical, educational, replace
ment and taxation expenses. Supplemented Liv
ing Level (SLL) would be assessed by each re
searcher adding to the- MLL at his discretion ac
cording to the community's needs. 

Port Elizabeth University Potgieter and Nel's 
HSL (Household Subsistence Level) is the mean 
expenditure of a household of a hypothetical size, 
age and sex composition for 21 centres through
out South Africa and South West Africa for 
black and coloured populations separately. The 
HSL can be reduced to the PHSL and include only 
food, clothing, fuel, light, wash and cleansers, or 
increased to HEL (Household Effective Level) 
which is 150 per cent HSL. 

Food is a major allocation and many variants 
are operative. There is evidence that male workers 
in the low income African family consume more 
than their allocated theoretical minimum, and 
consequently other family members get less than 
their share. This leads to malnutrition, particu
larly among children. There is no consensus of 
opinion as to the role of physical activity in 
determination of food tables. 

Research is needed to bring to light evidence as to 
how much more it costs the black person to buy 
certain commodities than it costs the whites. This 
is a problem in complexes such as Soweto with 
few competitive shops, long distances between 
home and commercial centres, poor transport, 
little refrigeration and inadequate household 
storage space for bulk buys. 

There is substantial evidence tha t when families 
live on or below the PDL they are forced to cut 
their food allocation to pay for the items which 
are covered only at SPDL," HEL, SLL levels. 

These subsistence figures can be seen in one of 
two contradictory roles, either as a prod to in
dustry and commerce and to the white householder 
to increase wages, reduce poverty and the gap 
between black and white wages and living stan
dards or as an absolute measure which solves 
the conscience of those who are not really paying 
sufficient for the job. 
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We should not allow the country to lose sight 
of the fact that these are the bare minimum 
levels for survival. They are not levels which will 
reduce social unrest, increase job motivation and 
productivity, reduce crime and ill health statis
tics, stamp out the shame of malnutrition amidst 
plenty, and offer incentives to blacks to share in 
the future of South Africa with whites. 

An unfortunate fact of economics is that if 
wages are raised someone has to pay. Roughly 
three million families live below the HSL in 
South Africa and would require an average in
crease of K53,o8 per month each to achieve HFL 
standards. The annual cost to the Government 
and the private sector would be close on two 
thousand million rands, 'Spontaneous massive in* 
creases are not practical policy/ (Biesheuvel) 

The other factor which must be taken into 
account at this point is that the country is gripped 
by a severe recession coupled with inflation which 
is proving difficult to curb, and the man who is in 
the very worst position to bargain is the un
skilled worker. His productivity rating is low and 
daily there are others outside the gates hoping 
for his job. This is not the time to call for a 
universal rise of unskilled wages. It is unecon
omic, and could in fact have a negative impact on 
the unskilled workers themselves. In times such as 
these it is better to have half a living wage than 
none at all. 

About 60 per cent of blacks live below the PDL. 
They constitute just under 82 per cent of the 
work force, thus 49,9 per cent of our total work 
force is so poverty stricken that we cannot ex
pect them to work adequately, enthusiastically or 
productively, 

A study done by UNESCO in 1965 in 100 coun
tries shows that there is a direct and positive 
correlation between an index of higher educa
tion and the GNP of a country. With four years 
education the value of a man's work increases 
43 per cent over that of an illiterate person. 
With eight years it increases 108 per cent and 
with higher education it increases 300 per cent. 

Dr W. J . de Villiers contends, The intensity 
of utilisation of capital in the final analysis will 
be determined by the intangible wealth of the 
people — the entrepreneurial, managerial, tech
nical and intellectual talent available — th& 
human resources'. 83 per cent of that resource 
in South Africa is black. 

Horner adds a correlated warning, 'The acute 
shortage of intellectually competent and trained 
men is the severest factor limiting the further 
economic progress of SA. Even with an economy 
growth rate of 5,5 per cent per annum there will 
be growing numbers of Blacks available (un
employed) and a growing shortage of whites/ 

Universal increases may be unrealistic, how
ever there are always cases where setting right 
the injustice has fewer negative economic implica
tions. Black doctors and teachers earn less than 
their white counterparts, and there are categories 

of workers lower down the grades of skill who 
suffer similarly. 

There is a dire necessity for a vigorous cam
paign to improve skills, and a number of viable 
alternatives* The Government, companies who 
show steady profits and individuals should pro
vide capital to increase facilities and improve 
teaching at black institutes of higher learning. 
All our universities must be open. 

Companies should be influenced into instituting 
job-enrichment programmes for unskilled workers 
as well as on-the-job-training programmes. House
holders should be entreated to increase the skills 
of their domestic workers. 

There is a patronising, degrading and demoral
ising aspect to helping someone live on a wage 
that is too low for decent survival. However, 
realities cannot be wished away, and if the wages 
are too low, attempts must be made to reduce 
the negative impact and to utilise the available 
resources of income and manpower to the fullest 
advantage. 

Food is one of the major expenditure categories 
and as this is closely related to health and pro
ductivity it is an aspect which should be a con
stant priority. Natal University Economics De
partment worked with a concept they called the 
PDL shopping basket — the basic family require
ments for one month. This could be used to em
phasise the contents to the low wage earner in 
order to improve nutrition; to draw the attention 
of the public to the plight of the workers and 
their families; and to bring to the attention of 
the authorities the comparative cost of a basket 
bought at competitive prices in a white area with 
that bought in a black area. 

Finally advice about budgeting itself should be 
considered. There is an urgent need for practical 
education at all levels of income amongst black 
and white population groups, but most particu
larly at the lower wage levels. The utilisation of 
pay packets could be improved by proper planning 
of expenditure, planned buying and expenditure 
recording. 

There is no simple solution to the plight of the 
low-paid unskilled worker but there are avenues 
which could be profitably explored. 
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