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Media Statement: In anticipation of the announcement of the 2024/24 Budget on 21 February, EELC
calls on the Minister of Finance to keep South Africa’s promise and ringfence the children’s budget

Watch our video here.

For the last 12 years, the South African government has been implementing a policy of “austerity
budgeting”: cuts to social spending with the excuse of wanting to reduce national debt. The burden of
these cuts falls mostly on marginalised communities, who depend on free health, education, and social
protection services.

The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child recently confronted South Africa on its
austerity measures and how budget cuts undermine children's rights. In response, the South African
government promised that the budget for children “would not be touched”. When the budget is
announced on Wednesday 21 February, it is vital that the Minister of Finance keeps this promise!

Budget cuts amidst an ongoing education crisis

Cuts to the basic education budget have been devastating. Our education sector is plagued by unsafe
school infrastructure, overcrowded classrooms, and low literacy and numeracy. Reduced funding has
only deepened already existing inequalities. Treasury itself has acknowledged that due to budget cuts,
provinces will struggle to hire more teachers and that this will impact school overcrowding, “possibly
resulting in weaker education outcomes”. Further, despite government repeatedly missing legally
binding deadlines that say by when all schools should have adequate infrastructure, last year Treasury
reduced the school infrastructure budget by 1.7 billion.

The government subsidy for Early Childhood Development (ECD) reaches a mere 15% of children who
are eligible for subsidised care and has remained frozen at R17 per child per day since 2019. Taking
account of inflation, this means that the already inadequate subsidy has effectively been cut. No
wonder, then, that 50% of children who are lucky enough to access an ECD programme nonetheless
fail to “Thrive by Five”.

Courts: Government cannot simply “toll the bell” of scarce resources

Courts have repeatedly found that failures to take reasonable measures and dedicate available
resources towards the realisation of socio-economic rights are unlawful. It is even harder to justify
failures to dedicate resources towards children’s rights and to an ‘unqualified’ or ‘immediately’
realisable right, like the right to basic education. The same reasoning applies to the national budget
itself. The budget - like all other areas of law and policy - must comply with constitutional obligations
and the EELC believes that it currently does not.



Debunking austerity myths and misconceptions

A common misconception is that austerity is the only viable option. This is not true. Economists have
shown that there are alternatives to cutting social spending. The State must explore these alternatives
and exhaust all avenues available to it to obtain more funding so that it can realise it’s human rights
obligations.

Treasury tries to justify reducing budgets, like the school infrastructure budget, by saying that there is
usually understanding. First, while it is true that infrastructure delivery is fraught with problems,
Government departments, including Treasury, have a duty to provide oversight on spending and
procurement systems and ensure accountability and transparency. Government is failing to do this
and, as a consequence, it is punishing the most vulnerable learners who rely on public funding.
Further, underspending is often the result of an inadequate personnel budget. If budgets fail to take
into consideration the personnel and capacity required for implementation, underspending will
naturally occur as projects cannot go ahead.

The state of the education system, and children’s rights at large, is a window into the future. Many
South Africans hope that the future will be less plagued by inequalities, injustice, poverty, but if we
look at the state of our education system right now, it paints a disconcerting picture of what lies ahead.
Only through adequate funding and a commitment to systemic change can we alter the current
trajectory.

The EELC demands that the Minister of Finance and government:

1. Fulfil its Constitutional obligations by putting an end to austerity;

2. Prioritise social spending; and

3. Adequately fund basic education and early childhood development by, at the very minimum,
increasing the budget in accordance with inflation and growing learner enrolment and
ensuring there is sufficient budget for all eligible children to get the ECD subsidy.

Most of all, we call on President Ramaphosa and the Minister of Finance, to keep South Africa’s
word and ring fence the children’s budget. Will you keep your promise?
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