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1. Overview:  

 

a) There are currently many challenges facing the SA economy. Eskom definitely had a huge 

negative impact on South Africa‟s economy. One can actually say it is sort of a silent 

sanction that they themselves have imposed on South Africa at the worst time possible.  

b)  The so called honeymoon for South Africa is over, and South Africa must remember that it 

is part of a global community that is struggling for resources, especially human resources.  

c) Yes, there is other challenges facing SA economy such as political uncertainty, which may 

affect investment, high unemployment rates, inflation, crime, trade deficit, volatile exchange 

rate  etc., but the biggest challenge facing South Africa’s economy is the skills crisis.  

d) The key to any successful country in the modern world are access to information and 

access to skills. Those without skills are left behind.  

e) However, South Africa need to ask three questions regarding skills: 

 Are we retaining skills; 

 Are we attracting skills; 

 Are we producing our own skills; 

(i)   The answer to the question in short is no.   

f)  As long as we don‟t give our attention to the skills problem it will be affecting the state‟s 

performance as well as the economy‟s ability to compete on the world stage 

f)  Let‟s have a closer look at the skills situation in South Africa:  

2.  Facts & figures:  

 
2.1.  A number of studies/surveys have confirmed that the skills shortage is a real problem in 

South Africa, and a constraint to economic growth:  
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2.1.1.  Situation in 2007:  

 
(a) Accounting firm, Deloite & Touché, released a report in June 2007, indicating that 81% of 

companies struggles to find appropriate staff, with 76% saying that finding employment 

equity candidates was a particular problem. The survey noted that there was a particular 

shortage of : 

 
 Chartered accountants; 

 IT specialists; 

 Sales and marketing personnel; 

 Scientists. 

 

(b) Another study done by the Bureau for Economic research (BER) at the University of 

Stellenbosch found that 47% of SA manufactures said that the skills shortage was their 

most serious difficulty.  

(c) A further study done by the Centre for Development and Enterprises (CDE), specifically 

mentioned the skills shortage as a specific challenge to do business, and half of the firms 

had to source skills from abroad.  

(i) The CDE says that government should ease upon its push for employment equity as it is 

preventing business from using highly skilled and experienced people and aggravating SA‟s 

skills shortage.  

(ii) The CDE also said that the skills shortage is worsening because of emigration and the 

ageing of skilled and experienced staff, their movement into more senior positions and the 

growing emphasis on employment equity.  

 

(d)  In every sphere of South African sectors, there is a shortage of skills. See appendix 
A for further detail. 1 

 
 
 
2.2.  Situation in 2008: 
 
 
 
2.2.1.  Problem to the skills crisis lies in education system.  
 

 
(a) The biggest problem2   to the skills crisis  lies in the South African education system.  Matric 

results are a big disappointment. South Africa spends an enormous amount of money on 

                                                 
1
  Internal report: Skills shortage in South Africa - Summary of facts per sector regarding this issue, 25 January 2008)  
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education ( Expenditure 3 on Education as % GDP in 2006 was for instance 5,4%, while the 

average expenditure for 190 other countries 4,7% was ) , but still is not providing the right 

quality of students. South Africa just do not produce enough student with maths & science 

on HG to study further in critical scarce occupations for  instance like engineering etc.  

 

(b) For instance in 2006 only 4,77% students (overall)  passed maths on HG, and 5,63% 

Science on HG. 4 In 2007 these figures declined further to 4,50 for students who passed 

maths on HG and 4, 98 for Science on HG. 

 

(c) However, if one only look at the students who passed maths and science on HG out of the 

the total number of students who had mathematics & science on HG, it is as follows: 

 

 Students who passed maths on HG declined from 7,2% in 2006 to 6,9% in 2007, 

while the students who passed science on HG declined from 15% in 2006 to 13% in 

2007. 

 
 
2.2.1.1  A closer look at performance:  

 

(a) Matric results statistics: 

(i) Grade 12 pupils who took mathematics (Higher Grade and Standard Grade) in the last few 

years performed as follows: 

 The pass rate for the number of higher grade mathematics students in 2007 was 7% (i.e. 

only 25 415 students passed higher grade mathematics in 2007) and for standard grade 

mathematic students 46% (i.e. only 158 246 students passed standard grade mathematics 

in 2007) of the total number of students who had mathematics as a subject. (Graph1)  

                                                                                                                                                                  
2
 The crisis in the education system was mentioned at the Exxaro skills crisis seminar that was held in March/April 

earlier this year and also at the International workshop  regarding the Challenges of the engineering shortage which was 

presented by the South African Academy of Civil Engineers in March 2008.  
3
  Source: Efficient Group ( Sub-source: World Development Indicator Database, Human Development Report, 2006)  

4
 Source: Department of education, Education Statistics in SA at a glance, SC Examination Results, 2006 
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 Graph 1.  

 

(ii) Looking at the number of matric pupils who took the subject science (Higher Grade and 

Standard Grade) in the past few years, their performance was as follows: 
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Graph 2.  

 The pass rate for the number of higher grade science students in 2007 was 13% (i.e. only 

28 122 students passed higher grade science in 2007) and for standard grade science 

students 57% (i.e. only 121 554 students passed standard grade science in 2007) of the 

total number of students who had science as a subject. 
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2.2.2   Further confirmation of skills as a problem:  
 
 (a)  A  number of studies/surveys and conferences have confirmed that the skills shortage is a 

real problem in South Africa, and a constraint to economic growth:  

 

2.2.2.1.   Economists confirms that the skills shortage is biggest constraints to economic  
growth: 5 

a) In May 2008 the Institute of Race relations also had a panel discussion with 5 independent 

economists. The panel comprised of Chris Hart, Azar Jammine, Ulrich Joubert, Elna 

Moolman and Dawie  Roodt. They also broadly concurred that the most important barrier to 

economic growth is the current skills shortage, although other barriers such as  inadequate 

infrastructure, inefficiencies in governance , inflation, trade deficit‟s etc were also identified.  

(i)       Ulrich Joubert  said that the skills shortage is a most serious problem. He is also 

worried about the ability of the education system to provide the skills we need. Power 

stations are being built and should be ready by 2014, but where will we find the people 

to run them. We should be preparing them now through our education system, but 

instead we are losing skilled people to emigration and HIV/Aids.   

 

(ii)       Azar Jammine for instance said that the skills challenge in South Africa is the biggest 

constraint of all to economic growth. Those without skills are left behind. He also 

confirmed that there is a huge drop-out rate from our schools. Of the total that began 

school in Grade 1 in 1995, some 31% wrote matric at the end of 2007, of which only 3 

% obtained a university exemption.  

 

 However, to improve the output of the schooling system, we 

need many more teachers. Yet, according to Jammine 25 000 

teachers leave the profession every year on average, while 

only 7000 enter it.  Some 50% of secondary do not even offer 

HG math‟s. 

 

(iii)    Dawie Roodt said for instance that South Africa can‟t retain our own skills, neither can 

we attract replacement skills ( A recent study by The Economist shows South Africa at 

the bottom   of 30 countries in this regard).  He further also stated that we can‟t even 

produce skills, for South Africa came stone last in a recent assessment of the reading 

literacy of Grade 4 children in various countries.  

 

                                                 
5
 SAIRR – Fast Facts Number 6 0f 2008 – Why not 8%  
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(iv)    Even Elna Moolman stated that growth has historically been driven in most societies by 

increasing skills, education , research and development. Yet, according to her, South 

Africa lags on education and skills. There has also been deterioration in South Africa‟s 

skills, partly because of the brain drain, but also because of HIV/Aids.  

 

b)   In summary to the comments of the panel economist it were that for South Africa to be 

competitive on the global market, we must be more productive, but we can‟t do that 

unless we have the skilled people available.     

      

 
2.2.2.2  Business worried about skills in SA:   

a) Nearly half of private businesses say a lack of skills is the biggest constraint to growth in 

South Africa, a survey released on 12 March 2008 by Grant Thornton annual 

International Business Report (IBR). 
6
 

b) The survey shows that of the 48% businesses saying they faced a skills crunch, 72% of 

them were in the construction sector.  

c) The view in this sector comes at a critical time as the country literally builds up for the Fifa 

2010 World Cup, Eskom‟s massive new power stations package and Transnet‟s budgets to 

expand railways lines, ports and fuel pipelines.  

d) Apart from the construction sector, more than half of businesses in the services sector      

52%  cited lack of skills as the major constraint to growth.  

e) Lee-Anne Bac, a director at Grant Thornton Strategic Solutions, said for instance that    

although the skills shortage was a global concern, South African businesses were 

the hardest hit.  

f) “The fact that South Africa is 10 percentage points higher than the global average does 

indicate that the skills crisis is more acute here. A lack of skills development, emigration 

and crime are just some of the factors that contribute to this problem,” she added.  

2.2.2.3.   What is keeping SA executives awake at night? : 

a) Worrying about staff and finding the right people to fill jobs is what keeps South African 

executives awake at night, according to joint research conducted by business and 

technology think-tank FutureWorld and the Strategy & Innovation business unit of Deloitte. 7 

b) The global economic slowdown was rated the most pressing issue by 44% of international 

executives, while 45% of South African executives said shortage of skills kept them 

awake," said FutureWorld SA CEO Neil Jacobsohn.  

                                                 
6
 Survey finds skills the main growth barrier  (The Times, 13 March, 2008) 

7   Skills worry SA bosses most  ( Jul 3 2008 , Fin24, 
http://www.fin24.com/articles/default/display_article.aspx?ArticleId=1518-    
      1786_2350830)  & FutureWorld Flash Survey 2008 – What‟s keeping executives awake at night? 
 

http://www.fin24.com/articles/default/display_article.aspx?ArticleId=1518-%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%201786_2350830
http://www.fin24.com/articles/default/display_article.aspx?ArticleId=1518-%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%201786_2350830
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2.2.2.4.  Exxaro adding its voice to the skills crisis in South Africa:  8 9 10 

a) Earlier in this year Exxaro, also held a “conference” on the Skills crisis in South Africa with 

various key role players attending it. The outcome was very clear, South Africa has a skills 

crisis, and it is affecting businesses negatively in South Africa . Exxaro CEO Sipho Nkoso, 

who is also president of the chamber of Mines of South Africa even went a step further and 

said that South Africa‟s skills issue was a “national crisis” . He further said that people are 

emigrating and we need to create the right climate for people to want to work in 

South Africa.   

b) However, Exxaro executive GM Retha Piater said that recruiters locally, nationally and 

globally are “fishing “for skills from the same “small “pond.  Their biggest challenge is to 

retain the skills that they have developed.   

c) Former Exxaro CEO and chamber of Mines president Con Fauconnier says that as far as 

he can recall , Exxaro has been training a quarter of the mining industry‟s technical skills 

and between 12% and 14% of South Africa‟s  technical skills. 

(i) He further stated that this is only one company doing this. He also pointed 

out that five years ago that all the artisans South Africa needed could be 

trained within a 100-km radius of Midrand, in facilities only partly used or 

standing vacant. 

(ii) Five years later the people are still talking about it, while the average age of 

an artisan in South Africa is now 56.  

(iii) In the seventies South Africa was training 30 000 apprentices a year, 

compared with 3 500 learner ships  last year and the year before. This is not 

enough for South Africa.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8
 Skills deficit- National crisis ( Mining weekly, April 11-17 2008)  

9
 Stop skills haemorrhage, Chamber of Mines president Nkosi urges South Africa  ( Mining weekly ,9 

Apr 08,  - http://www.miningweekly.co.za/article.php?a_id=130931) 
10

  South Africa's skills issue a ‘national crisis', says Exxaro CEO Nkosi ( 21st February 2008, Mining 
weekly, http://www.miningweekly.com/article.php?a_id=127568 )  

http://www.miningweekly.com/article.php?a_id=127568
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2.3.  Expansions & economic growth hampered by shortage of skill:   

a)   Due to a lack of skills, It is quite ironic that South Africa is not benefiting from the current 

“mining boom”, which already are having a negative impact on economy, and companies 

which are also embarking on multibillion-rand expansions can‟t ,because they are struggling 

to find skills like artisans and engineers.  

2.3.1. The question regarding artisans:  

a) There is a huge shortage of artisans currently in South Africa. 

(i) Solidarity itself reported that South Africa only had 10% of the artisans that it had 20 

years ago, and estimated that the country has a 40% shortage of artisans. 

Solidarity even founded it’s own training college to train artisans as part as 

the solution, to South Africa’s current skills crisis.   

 

(ii) Illustrative of the decline in skills is the fact  that according to Brian Angus  when he 

took up his post as executive director of the Steel and Engineering Iindustries 

Federation of SA (Seifsa) in 1987, there were about 15 000 apprenticeships at steel, 

metal and engineering companies.11  

 

 Over two decades he witnessed this figure plummeting to 3 000, and 

more recently, with the advent of initiatives to deal with the skills crisis, 

slowly ticking up again to about 3 500. 

 "The industry is suffering, especially, a shortage of artisan skills," he 

says. "It is probably our biggest constraint to growth. There can't be any 

company of any significant size that's not strongly felt the impact of the 

lack of skills." 

 Angus blames the move away from apprenticeships to learnerships as 

the primary cause of the deterioration in the skills base of the metal and 

engineering industry 

 

 

(iii) Engineering firm Grinaker-LTA has had to import welders from Malaysia, Ireland and 

India, while it was reported in June 2006 that Sasol would be importing 1 300 Thai 

artisans and welders to perform maintenance work on the company‟s Secunda 

synthetic fuel plant. 

                                                 
11

 Steel industry boss tells a tale of disappearing skills ( Business Report,  - June 3, 2008)  
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b)   At the SAAEE International workshop which was held at University of Pretoria in March 

2008, it was also mentioned that South Africa had to produce 50 000 artisans by 2010, 

while we aren‟t even currently producing a fraction of the numbers per year to meet the 

target by 2010. Currently it is just China and India which is producing enough artisans to 

meet in their demand.    

 

c) Speaking at the release of the 2008 Landelahni Mining Survey12, Sandra Burmeister , 

Chief executive of recruitment group Landelahni said that according  the Joint Initiative for 

Priority Skills Acquisition (JIPSA), at least 12 500 artisans should be produced each year 

over the next four years to meet demand. However, according to her South Africa continues 

to suffer a severe shortage of well - qualified, competent and experienced artisans. Here 

are some fast facts:  

 

 The number of artisans tested across all trades increased from 15 000 in 1970 to 26 

500 in 1986, while those who passed trade tests increased from 6 000 to 13 500. 

From 1986, however, the numbers tested dropped to 9 041, and those who passed 

dropped to a low 3 222, or 42%.  

 

 The Mining Qualifications Authority (MQA) target registration for artisans in 2008 is 

1 766, against 1 034 actual registrations. Assuming an average pass rate of 42%, 

some 434 artisans are trained each year under MQA auspices with specific 

qualifications in mining. 

 

 “Artisan training requires a significantly increased investment by both government 

and private sector,” says Burmeister. “The current artisan population is aging, with 

an average age of 50-55 years. So we should not merely be training for current 

needs, but also to replace the aging workforce.” 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

2.3.2.  The question regarding engineers :  

2.3.2.1.  Let’s have a closer  view on  Eskom for instance:  

                                                 
12

 Artisan training is short of R9nn – Business Report, 23 July 2008 &  Landelahni , Media Release: Mining industry    

  responds t skills development challenge. – 22 July 2008 
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(a)  The problem with the skills shortage crisis is that where are Eskom going to get all the 

people, with the skills crisis.  Eskom for instance needs engineers, but do South Africa 

have enough engineers: 13  

 
(i) Up to 300 qualified engineers leave South Africa every year, and according to Johan 

Pienaar of the Engineering Council of SA (Ecsa) the number could even be higher. 

 

(ii) He said the 300 estimate is based on the engineers who cancel their registration with 

Ecsa before they emigrate.  

 

(iii) Pienaar said that in November 2005, about 14 900 engineers were registered with 

Ecsa. In November last year, the number stood at 14 811 (However the latest figures 

show  that in 31 January the figures was 14 351 14 )  - this despite 1 290 engineers 

qualifying every year at South African universities.  

 

(iv) Dawid Botha, the executive director of the SA Institute of Civil Engineers (Saice), said 

the shortage of engineers and technicians is a national problem heading for disaster. 

Allyson Lawless, a former president of Saice, said there are currently less than three 

civil engineers for every 100 000 people in South Africa.  

 A survey done by Lawless shows that 79 of the country's 231 local 

municipalities do not have civil engineers, technologists or technicians. 

Botha confirmed this and said there are more than 1 000 vacancies for these 

skills at municipalities countrywide.  

(v) Eskom also has a significant shortage of skills. In 2005, Eskom already needed 400 
engineers. 

 

(vi) However, according to an article in the Business Report ( Artisan training is short of 

R9bn) it is mentioned that Eskom is expanding its training college in Midrand to 

boost the output of artisans to support its expansion programme. The electricity 

supplier has s 5 368 engineers and artisans in training according to the article. 

2.4.  Conclusion: 
 
 

                                                 
13

 Hundreds of engineers quit SA-  24 January 2008 - http://www.fin24.com/articles/default/display_article.aspx?ArticleId=1518-  

  1786_2257734 

 
14

 Challenges of the engineering skills shortage: A perspective on the professional scene – SAAE International worskop – University of Pretoria –    

  March 2008 

http://www.fin24.com/articles/default/display_article.aspx?ArticleId=1518-
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a) Economic growth can be enhanced by a number of ways. One way to enhance economic 

growth in South is to increase its productivity (production) side. However, to increase 

production, companies need skilled workers. This is where the big constraint on production 

lies.  

b) In almost every sector of South Africa there is a shortage of skills, and one must remember 

that the keys to any successful country in the modern world are access to information and 

access to skills. Those without skills are left behind. South Africa is also in a global struggle 

for skills, with the skills shortage being a global phenomenon.  

c) If South Africa can’t retain, attract and produce our own skills, it will be affecting the 

state‟s performance as well as the economy‟s ability to compete on the world stage 

negatively.  

d) Even the international panel on growth, frequently referred to as the Harvard Group  

emphasised the importance of retaining all skills within South Africa in their report 15
, while South 

Africa was also warned  by the African Peer Review Mechanism  that it had a skills problem. 
16 

e) We also should not merely be training for current needs, but also to replace the aging 

workforce.” 

f) The question must also be asked: Are the current attempts to increase the supply of 

skills sufficient? Attention must also be given to the education system which is in a 

clear mess.  

g) One can‟t run a great company in a country that is failing.  Individual companies can‟t win 

this war for skills alone. All the parties, government, businesses, education, unions etc. 

must work together, otherwise the skills crisis will keep affecting the economy negatively, 

as already seen.  

h) Lastly, the  following factors are contributive towards the skills crisis in South  Africa: 

 

 The large scale emigration of South Africans . 

 Government push for employment equity as it is preventing business from using 

highly skilled and experienced people and aggravating SA‟s skills shortage. 

 The growing impact of HIV- AIDS on the supply of skills, especially in key areas 

such as teaching and nursing, and on productivity levels across the economy.  

 A serious deterioration in education standards at schools, which are plagued by 

high-drop out rates. As a result, the majority of school leavers are simply not 

sufficiently qualified in vital disciplines like maths, science and technology.  

 The mismatch in skills is also an aggravating factor towards the skills shortage. 

What is meant by this is that persons are studying in “soft” degrees, like human 

resources etc, rather than in engineering.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources: 
 

                                                 
15

 Harvard group details growth roadblocks – Business Report June 18, 2008 
16

 Vaalweekblad – 25 – 27 Junie 2008 
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