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Poverty Trends in South Africa: An examination of absolute poverty 

between 2006 & 2015 

 

1. Introduction 

The Poverty Trends report present trends in poverty and inequality between 2006 and 2011. 

It provides a profile poverty at both a household and individual level. This report also examines 

the expenditure profile of poor and non-poor households with specific attention given to the 

differences in food expenditure between these two groups. Stats SA employed an 

internationally recognised approach – the cost-of-basic-needs approach – to produce three 

poverty lines, namely the food poverty line (FPL), the lower-bound poverty line (LBPL), and the 

upper-bound poverty line (UBPL). These lines capture different degrees of poverty and allow 

the country to measure and monitor poverty at different levels. 

The report reveals that Limpopo and Eastern Cape have consistently been the two 

provinces with the highest levels of poverty between 2006 and 2015, while 

Mpumalanga has been the only province to witness a reduction in the incidence of 

household poverty across the four data points. 

 

Key findings at National level: The proportion of the population living in poverty declined from 

66,6% (31,6 million persons) in 2006 to 53,2% (27,3 million) in 2011, but increased to 55,5% 

(30,4 million) in 2015. The number of persons living in extreme poverty (i.e. persons living 

below the 2015 Food Poverty Line of R441 per person per month) in South Africa increased by 

2,8 million, from 11 million in 2011 to 13,8 million in 2015. However, this is lower than in 2009 

when persons living in extreme poverty were 16,7 million, this is according to the Poverty 

Trends in South Africa: An examination of absolute poverty between 2006 and 2015 

report released by Statistics South Africa today. 

The report shows that the most vulnerable to poverty in our society are children (aged 17 or 

younger), females, Black Africans, people living in rural areas, those residing in Eastern Cape 

and Limpopo, and persons with little or no education. 

The income per capita Gini coefficient (income inequality) has declined from 0,72% in 2006 to 

0,68% in 2015; however, the are notable variations amongst various population groups. Black 

Africans have the highest income inequality with a Gini coefficient of 0,65 in 2015, increasing 

from 0,64 in 2006. Income inequality amongst whites declined from 0,56 in 2006 to 0,51 in 

2015. The Gini coefficient amongst Coloureds declined from 0,60 in 2006 to 0,58 in 2015. 

Despite having experienced declines in income inequality in 2009 (0,53) and 2011 (0,50), the 

Gini coefficient for Indian/Asians was 0,56 for 2006 and 2015. 
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Key findings for the Eastern Cape:  

• Eastern Cape and Limpopo have remained among the poorest provinces since 2001. 

However, the report shows a notable 17,5 percentage point drop in 

multidimensional poverty in the Eastern Cape since 2001. Eastern Cape remained 

the poorest province in 2016, with 12,7% of its households classified as 

multidimensionally poor. Limpopo, being the second poorest province, had 11,5% 

multidimensionally poor households in 2016.   

• The report highlights that black African females, children (17 years and younger), 

people from rural areas, those living in the Eastern Cape and Limpopo, and those 

with no education are the main victims in the ongoing struggle against poverty. 

• Eastern Cape had the highest percentage (95,4%) of older poor persons receiving 

an old-age grant when compared to the other provinces. Although the percentage 

is high, there is not too much of a difference between the older poor persons and 

the province's coverage for its overall older population 

• Eastern Cape (42,8%) and Northern Cape (40,1%) had the highest percentage of 

poor households with children receiving child support grants compared to other 

provinces.   

• In the Eastern Cape, the poverty headcount was 76,6% in 2006; 77,4% in 2009; 

69,0% in 2011; and 72,9% in 2015; while in the Free State, the headcount changed 

from 62,0% in 2006 to 68,1% in 2009, then declined to 52,4% in 2011 and 

increased slightly to 54,9% in 2015. 

• In terms of ranking provinces according to their poverty gaps (from highest to 

lowest), Free State, Western Cape and Gauteng had the lowest poverty gap values 

over the four data points, ranking 7th, 8th and 9th, respectively, while the provinces 

with the highest poverty gaps were Eastern Cape, Limpopo and KwaZulu-Natal 

• The provinces with the highest household poverty gaps were Limpopo, Eastern 

Cape, Mpumalanga and KwaZulu-Natal. 

 

2. Progress towards NDP targets 
 

The National Development Plan (NDP) is a strategic framework for addressing the 

socioeconomic and developmental challenges confronting South Africa. The 

overarching goal of this plan is to eliminate poverty and reduce inequality in the 

country by 2030. 

 

The NDP has a number of wide-ranging targets and Stats SA report only focused on the 

following select headline indicators from the NDP: 

 

• Reduce the proportion of population living below the lower-bound poverty line from 

39 per cent (in 2009) to zero by 2030; 
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• Reduce income inequality from 0,7 in 2010 to 0,6 by 2030; 

• The share of income going to the bottom 40 per cent of income earners should rise 

from 6 per cent to 10 per cent; and  

• Reduce poverty-induced hunger to 0% by 2030. 

NDP poverty and inequality-related targets 

                                             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. South African Multidimensional Poverty Index (SAMPI) 

 
South African Multidimensional Poverty (SAMPI) shows the multidimensional poverty 

measures by province for South Africa. The headcount (H), is the proportion of the 

population which is regarded to be deprived in at least a third of the weighted 

indicators, while the intensity (A) shows the average proportion of weighted indicators 

in which the multidimensionally poor population are deprived. The multidimensional 

poverty index (M ) is then defined as the product of the headcount ratio (H) and the 

intensity (A) 0 across the poor population.  In 2016, the Eastern Cape had the highest 

headcount (12.7%) – See Table below. 

  

  NDP target Baseline 2030 target Most recent 

status   
1. Reducing the proportion of persons living 

below the lower-bound poverty line from 39 

percent (in 2009) to zero by 2030  

39,0% (2009) 0% 40,0% (2015)  

      

2. Reduce income inequality from 0,7 in 2010 to 

0,6 by 2030  

0,70 (2010 ) 0,60 0,68 (2015)  

      

3. The share of income going to the bottom 40 per 

cent of income earners should rise from 6 per 

cent to 10 per cent 

6,0% (2010) 10,0% 8,3% (2015)  

      

4. Reduce poverty-induced hunger to 0% by 2030  21,4% (2011) 0% 25,2% (2015)  
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South African Multidimensional Poverty SAMPI measures by province (2001 – 2016) 

 Headcount (H) (% ) Intensity (A) (%)  SAMPI (M0) score  

Province   2001   2011   2016   2001   2011   2016   2001   2011   2016  

RSA   17,9   8,0   7,0   43,9   42,3   42,8   0,08   0,03   0,03  

Western Cape   6,7   3,6   2,7   44,9   42,6   40,1   0,03   0,02   0,01  

Eastern Cape   30,2   14,4   12,7   43,7   41,9   43,3   0,13   0,06   0,05  

Northern Cape   11,3   7,1   6,6   42,3   42,1   42,0   0,05   0,03   0,03  

Free State   17,4   5,5   5,5   44,3   42,2   41,7   0,08   0,02   0,02  

KwaZulu-Natal   22,3   10,9   7,7   43,9   42,0   42,5   0,10   0,05   0,03  

North West   18,8   9,2   8,8   43,4   42,0   42,5   0,08   0,04   0,04  

Gauteng   10,5   4,8   4,6   45,0   43,8   44,1   0,05   0,02   0,02  

Mpumalanga   18,8   7,9   7,8   43,2   41,8   42,7   0,08   0,03   0,03  

Limpopo   21,8   10,1   11,5   43,5   41,6   42,3   0,09   0,04   0,05  

Source: Census 2001 & 2011 and Community Survey 2016, Stats SA 

 

 

As indicated by the headcount (H), 7,0% of households in South Africa (compared to 12.7% in 

the EC) were multidimensionally poor in 2016 (down from 17,9% in 2001 in RSA and from 

30.2% in the EC). From 2001 to 2016, the intensity (A) decreased by 1,1 percentage points 

from 43,9% in 2001 to 42,8% in 2016. In the Eastern Cape, it declined only by 0.4 percentage 

points from 43,7% in 2001 to 43,3% in 2016.  As a result, the multidimensional poverty index 

(M) also saw a decline of 0,05 index points, from 0,08 in 2001 to 0,03 in 2016 in South Africa 

and by 0.08 index points in the Eastern Cape. 

4. Ranking of provinces using poverty headcount from 2001 to 2016 

 

Provinces are ranked using a scale of 1 to 9, where 1 identifies the richest province and 

9 identifies the poorest. Across all years, Western Cape and Gauteng have always been 

the richest provinces, ranking at either position 1 or 2 since 2001. Moreover, the 

Eastern Cape, Limpopo and KwaZulu-Natal were consistently among the poorest 

provinces since 2001. Although KwaZulu-Natal was ranked at position 5 in 2016, it was 

ranked at position 8 in 2001 and 2011 (above Limpopo).   

 

The EC appears to be the poorest province in the country in 2001 and 2011 censuses. 

Using the latest 2016 Community survey, the Eastern Cape maintain the last position. 

 



Poverty Trends in South Africa 2006-2015: Highlights for the Eastern Cape     7 

 

 Ranking of provinces using poverty headcount from 2001 to 2016 

 2001 2006 2009 2011 2011 2015 2016 

 
(Census)  (IES)  (LCS)   (IES)    (Census)   (LCS)   (CS)   

Western Cape  1 2 2 2 1 2 1 

Eastern Cape  9 8 8 8 9 9 9 

Northern Cape  3 5 5 4 4 4 4 

Free State  4 3 3 3 3 3 3 

KwaZulu-Natal  8 7 6 7 8 7 5 

North West  5 4 4 5 6 6 7 

Gauteng  2 1 1 1 2 1 2 

Mpumalanga  6 6 7 6 5 5 6 

Limpopo  7 9 9 9 7 8 8 

 

MAP: Poverty headcounts by province  

2016     2011    2001 

 

 

Eastern Cape and Limpopo have remained among the poorest provinces since 2001. There 

was a notable 17,5 percentage point drop in multidimensional poverty in the Eastern Cape 

since 2001. However, the Eastern Cape remained the poorest province in 2016, with 12,7% 

of its households classified as multidimensionally poor. Limpopo, being the second poorest 

province, had 11,5% multidimensionally poor households in 2016. 

 

5. Poverty measures by province by upper-bound poverty line (UBPL) 

 

In the Eastern Cape, the poverty headcount was 76,6% in 2006; 77,4% in 2009; 69,0% 

in 2011; and 72,9% in 2015; while in the Free State, the headcount changed from 62,0% 

in 2006 to 68,1% in 2009, then declined to 52,4% in 2011 and increased slightly to 54,9% 

in 2015. 
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Poverty measures by province by upper-bound poverty line (UBPL) 

  2006  

Headcount (P0)  

2015  2006  

Poverty gap (P1)  

  

2015  2006  

Severity (P2)  

  

2015  2009  2011  2009  2011  2009  2011  

Total  66,6  62,1  53,2  55,5  35,6  33,5  25,5  27,7  22,5  21,3  15,0  17,0  

Western Cape  50,2  41,3  33,7  37,1  21,2  18,1  12,5  14,7  11,7  9,9  6,2  7,6  

Eastern Cape  76,6  77,4  69,0  72,9  43,9  44,9  35,5  41,3  28,4  29,6  21,6  27,1  

Northern Cape  74,5  69,2  58,2  59,0  40,9  36,6  26,4  28,0  26,2  22,6  14,9  16,5  

Free State  62,0  68,1  52,4  54,9  31,0  34,9  23,4  25,1  18,2  21,0  13,4  14,2  

KwaZulu-Natal  76,8  72,2  65,4  68,1  45,2  41,2  33,4  36,1  30,3  27,1  20,4  22,7  

North West  69,1  68,3  59,9  64,3  37,5  36,0  29,6  32,2  23,7  22,5  17,8  19,8  

Gauteng  44,5  38,6  30,6  33,3  18,3  16,6  12,0  13,2  9,6  9,1  6,4  6,9  

Mpumalanga  75,0  72,8  63,8  59,3  41,8  40,7  31,1  29,0  26,9  26,4  18,0  17,3  

Limpopo  82,4  82,3  70,1  72,4  47,4  50,6  36,8  40,3  31,0  34,7  23,0  26,4  

 

Mpumalanga has been the only province to experience a constant decline with a poverty 

headcount of 75,0% in 2006; 72,8% in 2009; 63,8% in 2011; and most recently 59,3% in 2015, 

constituting a decrease of 15,7 percentage points over the period under review. From the 

eight other provinces, six showed a similar decreasing trend between 2006 and 2011 before 

increasing in 2015. These provinces were Western Cape, Northern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal, 

North West, Gauteng and Limpopo. The remaining two provinces, namely Eastern Cape and 

Free State, had irregular movements relative to the others, seeing an increase between 2006 

and 2009 before dropping in 2011 and increasing again in 2015 
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6. Comparison of poverty share by province between 2011 and 2015 (UBPL) 

Comparison of poverty share by province between 2011 and 2015 using the Upper-bound 

poverty line (UBPL) 

 

 

Ranking provinces according to the poverty gap 

In terms of ranking provinces according to their poverty gaps (from highest to lowest), Free 

State, Western Cape and Gauteng had the lowest poverty gap values over the four data 

points, ranking 7th, 8th and 9th, respectively, while the provinces with the highest poverty 

gaps were Eastern Cape, Limpopo and KwaZulu-Natal. 

 

As observed with the poverty headcount, Mpumalanga had a poverty gap that 

consistently decreased between 2006 and 2015, while the other five provinces 

followed the expected result of a decreasing poverty gap between 2006 and 2011, but 

then an increase in 2015. These provinces were Western Cape which had a poverty gap 

of 12,5% in 2011 and increased to 14,7% in 2015; Northern Cape, which had a poverty 

gap of 26,4% in 2011 and which rose to 28,0% in 2015; KwaZulu-Natal, with a poverty 

gap of 33,4% in 2011 which increased to 36,1% in 2015; North West, which had a 

poverty gap of 29,6% in 2011 and which increased to 32,2% in 2015; and Gauteng, 

which was estimated to have a gap of 12,0% in 2011 which increased to 13,2% in 2015. 

Limpopo's poverty gap fluctuated up and down between the four data points with a 

poverty gap of 47,4% in 2006, followed by an increase to 50,6% in 2009, then a decline 

to 36,8% in 2011 before increasing to 40,3% in 2015. 

      

 

Free State 
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7. Poverty share by province in 2015 using the upper-bound poverty line  

 

In both 2011 and 2015, the province with the largest share of poverty was KwaZulu-

Natal (24,4%), followed by Eastern Cape (16,5%). Limpopo and Gauteng also had large 

shares of 13,6% and 14,4%, respectively in 2015. The provinces with the least share of 

poverty were Northern Cape and Free State with 2,3% and 5,1%, respectively. Between 

2011 and 2015, there was very little change in the provincial distribution of poverty. 

The only provinces that saw a slight change were Mpumalanga, which decreased from 

9,4% in 2011 to 8,3% in 2015, and Western Cape, which showed an increase from 7,1% 

in 2011 to 7,5% in 2015. 

 

Poverty share by province in 2015 (UBPL) 

 

 
 

This figure shows the share of poverty that each province contributed to national 

poverty in 2015. In addition to the headcount, the scale of poverty is also influenced by 

the population size of each province, as some provinces have the same share of poverty 

and different poverty headcounts. When rounding off, Gauteng and Limpopo both had 

a poverty share of approximately 14%; however, despite this similar share, they had 

dramatically different poverty headcounts, which were very low for Gauteng at 33,3%, 

while Limpopo was amongst the highest with 72,4% in 2015. This is due to the varying 

population sizes; according to the       LCS 2014/2015, Gauteng had a population of 13,2 

million, while Limpopo had a population size of 5,7 million. From the varying population 

sizes it becomes 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
North West 7,8% 
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8. Proportion of older persons receiving old-age grants by province in 2015 

 

Eastern Cape had the highest percentage (95,4%) of older poor persons receiving an old-age 

grant when compared to the other provinces.  

 

Proportion of older persons receiving old-age grants by province in 2015 

 

Although the percentage is high, there is not too much of a difference between the older poor 

persons and the province's coverage for its overall older population. This is also the case in 

Limpopo and Mpumalanga. Limpopo had 93,5% of older poor persons receiving the grant as 

compared with 87,2% for all older persons in that province. Mpumalanga had about 85,7% of 

older poor persons as compared with 79,9% for all older persons 

 

9. Proportion of households with children receiving child support grants by 

province in 2015 

 

Eastern Cape (42,8%) and Northern Cape (40,1%) had the highest percentage of poor 

households with children receiving child support grants compared to other provinces. 

Although Limpopo is also one of the provinces with a high percentage of poor 

households receiving the grant, the difference between poor households and all 

households is minor. Conversely, Gauteng and Western Cape also had more coverage 
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levels for poor households, but they had relatively low coverage rates across all the 

households.  

 

Proportion of households with children receiving child support grants by province in 2015 

 

 

10. Poverty measures of households by province (UBPL) 
 

While households in Limpopo experienced a slight decline in the incidence of poverty (from 

55,8% in 2011 to 55,4% in 2015), it still remains the province with the highest incidence of 

poverty, with more than one out of every two households living below the upper-bound 

poverty line. Eastern Cape had the second highest incidence of poverty in 2015 at 54,3%, 

followed by North West in third place at 49,0%.  
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Poverty measures of households by province (UBPL) 

  2006  

Incidence (P0)  

  

2015  2006  

Poverty gap (P1)  

  

2015  2006  

Severity (P2)  

  

2015  2009  2011  2009  2011  2009  2011  

Total  52,1  47,2  38,3  40,0  25,3  22,5  16,3  17,6  15,1  13,3  9,0  9,9  

Western Cape  38,3  29,8  23,9  25,3  15,2  12,1  8,2  9,2  8,0  6,4  3,8  4,5  

Eastern Cape  64,9  60,5  52,1  54,3  33,9  30,3  23,9  26,0  20,9  18,4  13,6  15,5  

Northern Cape  58,3  54,8  45,2  45,6  29,5  26,2  19,1  19,4  18,1  15,1  10,3  10,7  

Free State  48,6  54,3  41,7  43,1  22,0  25,2  16,8  17,9  12,4  14,3  9,1  9,6  

KwaZulu-Natal  59,7  54,4  47,0  48,4  32,1  27,4  21,3  22,7  20,4  16,9  12,2  13,2  

North West  55,6  54,7  43,9  49,0  27,3  25,2  19,7  21,6  16,3  14,6  11,2  12,3  

Gauteng  33,2  30,1  23,0  26,0  12,6  12,0  8,3  9,7  6,3  6,3  4,2  4,9  

Mpumalanga  63,1  59,1  48,2  46,0  32,2  29,2  21,1  20,9  19,5  17,5  11,7  12,0  

Limpopo  70,2  71,2  55,8  55,4  36,6  39,6  26,2  27,4  22,7  25,6  15,5  16,7  

 

Between 2006 and 2011, seven out of nine provinces experienced a decline in the incidence 

of household poverty. These provinces were Western Cape, Eastern Cape, Northern Cape, 

Mpumalanga, KwaZulu-Natal, North West and Gauteng. The remaining two provinces, namely 

Free State and Limpopo, had irregular movements relative to the other provinces. Instead, 

they experienced an increase in 2009 before declining in 2011. Limpopo continued to decline 

in 2015, while Free State increased from 41,7% in 2011 to 43,1% in 2015. 

11. Conclusion  

The StatSA report shows that very little progress has been made towards the NDP 2030 

targets concerning poverty and inequality. From the baseline year of 2009. Rather there has 

been regression in terms of people living below the lower bound poverty line and poverty 

induced hunger.  

Eastern Cape remained the poorest province in 2016, with 12,7% of its households 

classified as multidimensionally poor. Limpopo, being the second poorest province, had 

11,5% multidimensionally poor households in 2016. However, the report shows a 

notable 17,5 percentage point drop in multidimensional poverty in the Eastern Cape 

between 2001 and 2016.  

 

The report highlights that black African females, children (17 years and younger), 

people from rural areas, those living in the Eastern Cape and Limpopo, and those with 

no education are the main victims in the ongoing struggle against poverty. 
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