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NEVA MAKGETLA: Save
democracy by saving the
Quarterly Labour Force Survey

Stats SA's indispensable instrument for policy-making is a
casualty of budget cuts
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The brutal invasion of Ukraine underscores the importance of building and
defending democratic institutions. Consider Stats SA, an unassuming bureaucracy
now tucked away in the presidency. Its work is of key importance for democracy,
since shifting from a discourse of power to a discourse of reason ultimately depends
on dispassionate evidence.
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In the decades since apartheid, Stats SA transformed from an instrument of
systematic exclusion (before 1994, official statistics, even the census, left out most of
the African population) to a critical tool for understanding our collective needs and
challenges. But its capacity is now under threat, not from political turmoil but from
swingeing budget cuts, with a 30% decline in noncensus resourcing (in constant
rand) over the past decade.

The latest casualty is the Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS), an irreplaceable
large household survey. Stats SA put it on hold indefinitely this quarter, officially
because of low response rates. The underlying problem, though, appears to be the
shift to telephone interviews during the lockdown — a shift that will require
substantial funding to reverse. Instead, the 2022 budget cuts Stats SA’'s budget for
labour surveys about 25% compared with its prepandemic level (measured as an
average from 2014 to 2018).

The QLFS is the only consistent official source for things such as unemployment
rates, the informal sector, median pay, small business owners, and employment and


https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=Cxz4NCN4sYuKiOqqtzAbe8riQCqnokKxorqrA6YgO3NkeEAEgvNDhFmDHtYCOhCagAamgi74DyAECqQINrpuhEiyFPuACAKgDAcgDCKoEiwNP0AfLfaiC1xHdbnjOtSJPNSg2ntFTsFAgDu0TieuBAr7khSFzbW_1yEJt8sdgrmxbN8vtrLZqGyLdHlbzdoPDMCEXosILZEqKNYO2afcbaGMQl5-d2uvasRQpBx6VwuIPHAAs_-8AtYk_SLupCwHc4aGiFdUohomykGjFD4MmCZcn6DAxNtFnf8dYKVeh8_p2DtXtEi--AClfaztu15cOAbQG7e5vbpxog5NN_uo4-8YfqZg9u4UF92Z12ceGf1A7pOri8NudINjsvinpMLx_f0gyHJTFnVV5z8Ce3JvZzsNoAOY8grNSwDVOPZVleQ8fG6uvqXzXwhCOQxxRNgieTVGVbQ59wPyQBTeq8h1H0FdqhKgiCZHBBKg-8R5mP87QJmQ2QQFcWf_V9j_Uo39x9xfFUtgudQJ6sqCyDLJnkY3TH9Wv-XC9iBxcSgXKXbAt2aLuC3CpXaXSvM7Hx7U4jFa-JTpvWj3xy6b_sTGTFYqzXuaLKaz92Hsg2j7Trg-rjI0DIYBoQY8JjMAEnLi_38oD4AQBoAYCgAeljbhGqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gH7paxAqgH_p6xAqgHpKOxAqgH1ckbqAemvhuoB_PRG6gHltgbqAeqm7ECqAffn7EC2AcB0ggHCIhhEAEYHbEJ2fnVYxHEh3GACgOYCwHICwG4DAHYEw3QFQH4FgGAFwE&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASJ-RoS225PbN_O4Tu-0gI5hsvTmiEJD_jdCrNty9Alvo7sICJU9J7zg&sig=AOD64_241JNd_Oh9NPBpmVz124-Z9B22sg&client=ca-pub-4210548651990521&nx=CLICK_X&ny=CLICK_Y&nb=2&adurl=https://www.bodor.com/en/fiber-laser-cutting-machine/fiber-laser-metal-sheet-cutting-machines/a.html?gjc&525156506075&1028677&d&c&gclid=EAIaIQobChMI4sbw95HB9gIVqhbTCh1eOQ6iEAEYASAAEgK6SPD_BwE
https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?source=display&reasons=Aa2KcEaKEc00amoQF41uOxEV46EUYJ0kdq2XpDHQxAoieJtBDgI_PC4TYhdA8kXa3NvFzsUTroR1e3naAlfM9KW5dVX9bVcq0Oclmbt-1RFeIz_u1D3L8nThheTpUlrvEbGp-RSPlnKdeNQmaMubs9PZG5IMNEWgKvTP_VOKY1EshFNsy2EgFeWCRIQtw8P4pjlH4aJO6SXT17cgE8jTrhafDqXrhYfbNsIRv7yveopb8G3QK1AKwc2As-EfH4gcZ5vsXIDc8srfoo46tGGLzuI3Nrvaa84-mHWFP3xUCqQyQJE_0EIUjjW3VgeSOxV_pIPeagjbVlyrKfqkybJzMAugrkPVFL_hnyLaTRKP4WR-nWtKegviVV3UKBIk7NgtB0KvDL9wE6q7jnA4_aOhVZX5K2PC-jLVn6juYNdzIIp2MgPJ9OALufAa9xzR-JSDnEiz7yAdXJfpkcuHEqxn3WaC5VCtISsj35RmpZRmmEuMiYhc4_nFtq9nhLzWIC45t1xyL61lbrLSeqY0u28Aa5psaJ_GBYfOuVzn69jCeJdPzSJ3qPRphttyIIVhJP29u4BaGBe5otgL0xx-flLbG8V7OOAQPsVbtFKjNv1RJFzLuex3j8R9ae_d8yuZzrx4FOce9NE45iIbCipFiZBQdaL7F-7znS9PyoiGWRUbr4KEdqwjhsx5cnBlJpTMEjeAob-Lgjxun2bYUZYqLlDHZbdcdB5hQS_5IBJp9liJQSpZDSTJZQ35jFaDJAPI8AoYPegW4YMvIiGHt17qwt4sqPgWJzsomi420wfeVacFSjwTn4SAPtHU_8tbgmbxoUXONN5WtSIjVLDyHnl5bnRD_HffZ5YOGVkxlBM2EopstLPwWS_TyBw-ZHlhVeOZYoCdFhB1clTTSZmJ199l6Jg_Y4yW7en3rzVGpShRQl03fsssw82K_LPCVM38ys2zkK9kMyexpzMijbTPlCXJZS32qQxJvf5teRWPmMVDeHLnTBktzahM11BVnQMaTPCxY46HEVAygtgmwGmro9OoojRA4zpcVM4J9zLEBNTVg-6SRHM66lfeco2TpVa_3XaHKF3EOR6K5eStDnriLFQL3cFvr83qq7-9SMS3u_v80lQ1VlkjYnpX4wTDBZ43hAna-ail4O3fegackQ_uckhYCX4t345d-5y2hOLl09lLxAkhSir9koe25GlyUPT68NLlhqK6zx1TrWVmcMO2YOO7Wzwte33IBeIWGmCMLbqLjVUXOtxO5W-FZyvfSy47akaa9OcEwXWJYjnLJbHey_L9mfWzl38nisBitCeXjMjBOC2Rv82dj9m88HcAzo9eVIK4qJBMGQlWCWsZrKdSlR4oa7MKggMauj8MvOa2fGDJVezCDB45W5AEw-pZwLBmYuWiy5QOXmDo7jherfZnJSB6OjmQgkTila63lJ1T4R2yncJgF0tCs1pEStH8U0Nafas3NryavSYKZXT8267J3jhzoMZmKzdc1KiTLmyHt2g93txHkdv46CeqnljAaHEzoMZipHYqodUvXBF_Y7CI365jLQPGOUI6uas861K0osH3zhEfvIpAZq0bWntmEi5-NY2FrPAqExaHzi7ho7fPb1PrFXG__AAFev4TLeSSQPuf3FA58uOdL8YRnwzxDIvW--tRjmTTbTVezHt5UnxbkHjAFmGU15XOx9Icnbnl4BpIHjyODRV9xAdC_jSz8Dy2oD1k-sJdYpVGU6X79RavJ0RY0eMoQocsXkAiCqOc5tyP6H6jeDo3DMoR2c-riAfzrOdhLdLvuS1RYrEMK6r2wksQeHazGSbQLnjjqdsUw4FAMSckV9-HQEZ56nFvRlo1ToipKlSNtI08XJzn16-kadtODaOSk7D2_WUcdzsJ
https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?source=display&reasons=Aa2KcEaKEc00amoQF41uOxEV46EUYJ0kdq2XpDHQxAoieJtBDgI_PC4TYhdA8kXa3NvFzsUTroR1e3naAlfM9KW5dVX9bVcq0Oclmbt-1RFeIz_u1D3L8nThheTpUlrvEbGp-RSPlnKdeNQmaMubs9PZG5IMNEWgKvTP_VOKY1EshFNsy2EgFeWCRIQtw8P4pjlH4aJO6SXT17cgE8jTrhafDqXrhYfbNsIRv7yveopb8G3QK1AKwc2As-EfH4gcZ5vsXIDc8srfoo46tGGLzuI3Nrvaa84-mHWFP3xUCqQyQJE_0EIUjjW3VgeSOxV_pIPeagjbVlyrKfqkybJzMAugrkPVFL_hnyLaTRKP4WR-nWtKegviVV3UKBIk7NgtB0KvDL9wE6q7jnA4_aOhVZX5K2PC-jLVn6juYNdzIIp2MgPJ9OALufAa9xzR-JSDnEiz7yAdXJfpkcuHEqxn3WaC5VCtISsj35RmpZRmmEuMiYhc4_nFtq9nhLzWIC45t1xyL61lbrLSeqY0u28Aa5psaJ_GBYfOuVzn69jCeJdPzSJ3qPRphttyIIVhJP29u4BaGBe5otgL0xx-flLbG8V7OOAQPsVbtFKjNv1RJFzLuex3j8R9ae_d8yuZzrx4FOce9NE45iIbCipFiZBQdaL7F-7znS9PyoiGWRUbr4KEdqwjhsx5cnBlJpTMEjeAob-Lgjxun2bYUZYqLlDHZbdcdB5hQS_5IBJp9liJQSpZDSTJZQ35jFaDJAPI8AoYPegW4YMvIiGHt17qwt4sqPgWJzsomi420wfeVacFSjwTn4SAPtHU_8tbgmbxoUXONN5WtSIjVLDyHnl5bnRD_HffZ5YOGVkxlBM2EopstLPwWS_TyBw-ZHlhVeOZYoCdFhB1clTTSZmJ199l6Jg_Y4yW7en3rzVGpShRQl03fsssw82K_LPCVM38ys2zkK9kMyexpzMijbTPlCXJZS32qQxJvf5teRWPmMVDeHLnTBktzahM11BVnQMaTPCxY46HEVAygtgmwGmro9OoojRA4zpcVM4J9zLEBNTVg-6SRHM66lfeco2TpVa_3XaHKF3EOR6K5eStDnriLFQL3cFvr83qq7-9SMS3u_v80lQ1VlkjYnpX4wTDBZ43hAna-ail4O3fegackQ_uckhYCX4t345d-5y2hOLl09lLxAkhSir9koe25GlyUPT68NLlhqK6zx1TrWVmcMO2YOO7Wzwte33IBeIWGmCMLbqLjVUXOtxO5W-FZyvfSy47akaa9OcEwXWJYjnLJbHey_L9mfWzl38nisBitCeXjMjBOC2Rv82dj9m88HcAzo9eVIK4qJBMGQlWCWsZrKdSlR4oa7MKggMauj8MvOa2fGDJVezCDB45W5AEw-pZwLBmYuWiy5QOXmDo7jherfZnJSB6OjmQgkTila63lJ1T4R2yncJgF0tCs1pEStH8U0Nafas3NryavSYKZXT8267J3jhzoMZmKzdc1KiTLmyHt2g93txHkdv46CeqnljAaHEzoMZipHYqodUvXBF_Y7CI365jLQPGOUI6uas861K0osH3zhEfvIpAZq0bWntmEi5-NY2FrPAqExaHzi7ho7fPb1PrFXG__AAFev4TLeSSQPuf3FA58uOdL8YRnwzxDIvW--tRjmTTbTVezHt5UnxbkHjAFmGU15XOx9Icnbnl4BpIHjyODRV9xAdC_jSz8Dy2oD1k-sJdYpVGU6X79RavJ0RY0eMoQocsXkAiCqOc5tyP6H6jeDo3DMoR2c-riAfzrOdhLdLvuS1RYrEMK6r2wksQeHazGSbQLnjjqdsUw4FAMSckV9-HQEZ56nFvRlo1ToipKlSNtI08XJzn16-kadtODaOSk7D2_WUcdzsJ
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjstZwqg7OhGeA1qUlGRjFtYFKN3Lck-Yd0dPAmA31WRweE5q5RtP-1QVn5evZUHoWFHeSXkYatjIPsfrcsvhCXCkF8pttrkIaOaJFmOF5y88yxxRMNFcs7c0PGmFOnHEHU4vQ9Itm-ahUBejvxuv0_G5D2NE_2fInHqB9z63Tslw631gTE_1E61PF3RbKw2VcKa5LjjApK0ZWa8StU1WbE55O86gwCleDb1QhP2VF0OvY54E8UfGczLn3YZO7f4eiTXhSe6kR5Lo9TXYtBrRBOh1kNSY3oKwZ2ZgVkAqZAD7z1PgRXKxUfJy84ZYZJsPOQm4swojblpPuQQDaOUagSYKyw&sai=AMfl-YS48vQb4uozmbcN5BM8k61jwlyBNjR5WP6QmBwdxcRChbYvP4rY-y92HDv74beroKU023mrjCkM9YyrGVBdbarPBwB07d7olq8xf11rHU8Ba_3rBQxpfx3_2AJkoqY&sig=Cg0ArKJSzE6tdP8uYiku&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&adurl=https://www.accountancysa.org.za/differencemakers/&nm=1

earned incomes by race and gender. To generate the information it surveys about
30,000 households on a quarterly basis, generating more than 150 variables in an
astonishingly rich data set based on norms set by the International Labour
Organisation.

The only other source of national employment data is the Quarterly Employment
Survey (QES), which relies on written business responses. The QES provides
information only on the formal sector, and then only on average gross remuneration
and jobs by industry. It provides no information on the unemployed, the informal
sector, or race and gender.

Moreover, average pay doesn’'t mean much given SA’s unequal pay scales. In 2019, the
QLFS and the QES agreed that formal pay averaged R10,000 a month. But the QES
could not say how many workers actually got that much. The QLFS revealed that half
of formal employees got less than R4,500 a month, while only one in four formal
employees earned more than R10,000.

The QLFS shifted to telephone interviews in the second quarter of 2020, and has not
moved back to in-person interviews despite the reopening of the economy. The
move brought a sharp fall in response rates, from almost 90% before the pandemic
to just more than 50% in 2021. The result was snowballing challenges, which
emerged graphically in the third quarter of 2021.

The QLFS reported improbably high job losses for the quarter, affecting one out of
every 25 employed people and one in 18 formal workers. In contrast, the QES, which
depends on written returns, saw an increase — not a decline — of 50,000 jobs in the
formal economy. Meanwhile, GDP shrank 1.1% — a disaster in itself but a fraction of
the reported contraction in employment.
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SA will have to pay to return the QLFS to reliability, because in-person interviews
cost far more than phone calls and it looks as if the necessary budget has been
reallocated to other surveys. Yet it is impossible to imagine sound, responsive
policy-making in SA in the absence of reliable data on the jobless, wage earners,
small business owners, and race and gender dynamics.

Unless we understand the scope and nature of the economic challenges facing the
majority of our people we cannot hope to develop more effective strategies, or
mobilise support to carry them out. Cutting the Stats SA budget may not have
immediate visible effects on citizens, but it risks escalating costs to the economy
and ultimately to democracy.

» Makgetla is a senior researcher with Trade & Industrial Policy Strategies.
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