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Rewiring South Africa’s Jobs Engine: Inside 
the SONA-Driven Employment Reset 

The Department of Employment and Labour 
(DEL) is   outlining a plan to fundamentally 
reshape how jobs are created, protected, and 
accessed. Presenting to Parliament on 3 June 
2026, the Department reaffirmed that inclusive 
growth and job creation remain a national 
priority, with a long-term target of six million jobs 
aligned with the direction outlined in the State 
of the Nation Address (SONA).

South Africa stands at a decisive economic 
crossroads. With unemployment entrenched 
at 32.9% and over 10 million young people 
navigating a fragile labour market, the State 
of the Nation Address (SONA) has catalysed a 
bold policy response, one that seeks not merely 
to manage unemployment, but to structurally 
transform how jobs are created, accessed, and 
protected.

At the centre of this reset is the Department of 
Employment and Labour (DEL), whose latest 
presentation to Parliament offers a sweeping 
blueprint for inclusive growth. The plan is multi-
layered and urgent: create millions of jobs, 
modernise labour systems, enforce compliance, 
and reposition employment policy as the 
backbone of economic development.

The urgency of this reform effort is highlighted 
by persistently high unemployment, currently 
at 32.9%, and the reality that more than 800,000 
individuals enter the labour market each year, 
placing increasing pressure on government to 
respond decisively and at scale.

•	 A shift away from 
labour-intensive 
industries

•	 Skills mismatches 
and spatial 
inequality

•	 Limited access to 
job information and 
transport

•	 Rising global 
instability affecting 
investments and 
jobs

 

The National Employment Policy: A Whole-of-
Economy Approach

At the heart of the strategy is the National 
Employment Policy (NEP), a cross-cutting 
framework designed to align economic, social, 
and industrial policies around a single goal: full 
and productive employment.

Unlike previous fragmented efforts, the NEP 
introduces a nine-pillar architecture that 
integrates:

•	 Pro-employment macroeconomic policy

•	 Labour-intensive trade and industrial 
strategies

•	 Skills and education reform

•	 Active labour market programmes

•	 Support for small enterprises and the 
informal economy

•	 Expanded social protection

•	 Labour migration management

•	 Stakeholder coordination

•	 Data-driven labour market systems
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What makes the NEP transformative is its 
“demand-led” philosophy, shaping the economy 
itself to generate jobs, rather than relying solely 
on labour supply interventions. It also explicitly 
factors in future pressures such as automation, 
digitisation, and climate change, ensuring policy 
relevance in a rapidly evolving global economy.

From Policy to Pipeline: The Rise of 
Employment Services

If the NEP is the blueprint, Public Employment 
Services (PES) are the delivery engine.

These services are being repositioned as a central 
labour market facilitator, tasked with:

•	 Matching job seekers with opportunities

•	 Providing career counselling and 
placement support

•	 Managing one of the largest 
unemployment databases in the country

•	 Acting as a bridge between government, 
business, and communities. Critically, PES 
is also spearheading the National Pathway 
Management Network, a system designed 
to guide individuals from education into 
employment through structured pathways. 
This reflects a shift from passive job 
searching to active pathway management.

Youth at the Centre of the Strategy

No demographic is more central to the reform 
agenda than the youth. With 34% of young 
people not in employment, education, or training 
(NEET), the urgency is clear.

The government’s response is multi-pronged:

•	 Presidential Youth Employment Initiative 

(PYEI): delivering over 200,000 job 
opportunities through school-based roles.

•	 Youth Employment Service (YES): private-
sector-led work experience programmes.

•	 Employment Tax Incentive (ETI): reducing 
hiring costs for employers.

•	 Targeted funding schemes for vulnerable 
youth and entrepreneurs.

These interventions signal a shift from short-
term relief to scalable, partnership-driven youth 
employment ecosystems.

A Massive Compliance Push: 10,000 Inspectors

One of the most striking announcements is the 
plan to recruit 10,000 new labour inspectors, 
dramatically expanding enforcement capacity.

Currently, about 2,300 inspectors cover just 
300,000 workplaces annually, a fraction of the 
millions of businesses in South Africa.

The expansion aims to:

•	 Strengthen enforcement of labour laws.

•	 Combat exploitation and wage violations.

•	 Ensure fair treatment across sectors.

•	 Monitor employment of foreign nationals.
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But the policy comes with a delicate balancing 
act: enforcing compliance without discouraging 
job creation.

To support this, DEL plans to invest heavily in:

•	 Digital inspection tools

•	 Data dashboards and case management 
systems

•	 A dedicated training academy for 
inspectors

Migration, Regulation, and Labour Market 
Integrity

Labour migration has emerged as both an 
economic opportunity and a political flashpoint. 
South Africa   hosts over 4 million migrants, 
with an estimated 2 million undocumented 
individuals.

•	 The government’s response includes:

•	 A National Labour Migration Policy guiding 
cross-border labour flows.

•	 The Employment Services Amendment Bill, 
enabling quotas, stricter enforcement, and 
bilateral agreements.

•	 Enhanced workplace inspections with 
Home Affairs and law enforcement.

•	 At the same time, international labour 
mobility is being explored through pilot 
projects with countries like Ireland, 
Belgium, and France, creating pathways for 
South African professionals abroad.

Public Employment as Economic 
Infrastructure

A notable shift is the reframing of Public 
Employment Programmes (PEPs). Once seen 

primarily as social safety nets, they are now 
positioned as multi-functional economic 
tools, supporting everything from community 
development to environmental resilience.

A new national framework aims to:

•	 Integrate programmes across government.

•	 Eliminate duplication.

•	 Maximise impact with limited resources.

•	 Align short-term jobs with long-term 
economic demand.

The Road to 2030: Targets and Trade-offs

The   Medium-Term Development Plan sets a 
bold target: 2 million work opportunities by 2030,  
split between PES and the Unemployment 
Insurance Fund (UIF).

Progress is underway, but uneven. Some 
targets are   being exceeded, while others lag, 
highlighting the complexity of execution.

The real test will be whether the system can:

•	 Scale interventions rapidly.

•	 Maintain coordination across institutions.

•	 Balance enforcement with growth.

•	 Convert short-term opportunities into 
sustainable employment.

A Defining Moment for Labour Policy

What emerges from the DEL presentation is 
not just a policy update but a redefinition of the 
state’s role in the labour market.

This is a pivot toward:
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•	 Active labour market governance.

•	 Data-driven decision-making.

•	 Partnership-led delivery models.

•	 Integrated economic planning.

Turning   point, shifting South Africa from a 
cycle of high unemployment to a dynamic, 
inclusive job-creation economy.

At the centre of this response is the National 
Employment   Policy (NEP), which the 
Department positions as a unifying blueprint 
designed to achieve full and productive 
employment through the coordinated 
alignment of economic, social, and sectoral 
policies.

Rather   than relying on fragmented 
programmes, the NEP introduces a 
comprehensive, economy-wide approach 
that integrates industrial development, skills 
training, and labour market interventions 
into a single, coherent framework. This shift 
reflects a deeper recognition that employment 
outcomes must be designed into the structure 
of the economy itself, rather than treated as a 
by-product of growth. 

A critical focus of this reform agenda is youth 
unemployment, which remains one of the 
most persistent and pressing challenges facing 
the country. In response, DEL has scaled up 
targeted interventions aimed at expanding 
opportunities for young people, including 
the Presidential Youth Employment Initiative 
(PYEI), which is expected to generate over 
200,000 placements, the Youth Employment 
Service (YES) programme driven by private-
sector collaboration, and the Employment Tax 
Incentive (ETI), which reduces the cost of hiring 
young work-seekers

These initiatives are intended to address 
the stark reality that a significant proportion 
of young South Africans remain excluded 
from employment, education, or training, 
highlighting the need for both immediate 
interventions and longer-term pathways into 
the labour market. 

Another defining feature of the current policy 
shift is the planned expansion of labour market 

enforcement through the recruitment of 10,000 
additional labour inspectors.

This move represents a major institutional 
reform aimed at strengthening compliance 
with labour legislation, improving monitoring 
across workplaces, and enhancing protection for 
vulnerable workers. However, the Department 
has also acknowledged that this expansion 
introduces a key policy tension. 

While   effective enforcement is essential to 
ensure fairness and protect workers’ rights, it 
must be carefully balanced against the need 
to sustain and encourage job creation. As such, 
the reform agenda places strong emphasis 
on ensuring that regulatory measures do not 
inadvertently constrain economic growth or 
deter investment, but rather contribute to a 
more stable and equitable labour market. 

Within this broader framework, the Medium-
Term Development Plan sets a clear and 
ambitious target of creating two million 
work opportunities by 2030, with delivery 
responsibilities shared between Public 
Employment Services and the Unemployment 
Insurance Fund.

This target reflects both the scale of the 
challenge and the level of coordination required 
across institutions to achieve meaningful 
impact. It also signals a shift toward measurable 
outcomes, with greater emphasis on aligning 
budgets, programmes, and policy decisions to 
employment objectives. 

From a policy analysis perspective, the 
Department’s approach represents an 
increasingly structured and integrated response 
to SONA commitments. The NEP is positioned 
as the central instrument for operationalising 
government priorities, providing a framework 
that guides decision-making and promotes 
a demand-led, employment-centred growth 
path.

Its nine interdependent pillars encompass 
macroeconomic alignment, industrial 
policy coordination, labour market system 
strengthening, and the expansion of social 
protection, reflecting a holistic approach to 
employment creation. Within this context, 
youth employment programmes have been 
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expanded in line with national priorities, and 
partnerships with the private sector have 
been strengthened to enhance the reach and 
effectiveness of interventions. 

At the same time, enforcement mechanisms 

are being reinforced, with improved capacity 
expected to increase compliance, protect 
workers, and recover unpaid wages. Migration 
and labour compliance measures also play 
an important role, with the Department 
confirming a stronger approach to regulating 
the employment of foreign nationals, supported 
by policy instruments such as the National 
Labour Migration Policy and the Employment 
Services Amendment Bill

Despite the comprehensiveness of this 
framework, several implementation risks 
remain. These include the challenges associated 
with scaling inspectorate capacity, coordinating 
actions across multiple institutions, and 
maintaining a balance between regulatory 
enforcement and economic growth. Addressing 
these risks will require sustained collaboration 
between government, business, and social 
partners, as well as ongoing monitoring and 
adjustment of policies to ensure effectiveness.

From a broader thought leadership perspective, 
what emerges from this reform agenda is a 
recognition that South Africa’s unemployment 
crisis is fundamentally structural in nature and 
cannot be addressed through isolated or short-
term interventions alone. 

The shift toward a systems-based approach, 

embodied in the NEP, represents a deliberate 
move away from silo-based programmes toward 
coordinated, multi-stakeholder solutions that 
influence decision-making at all levels of the 
economy. This approach acknowledges that job 
creation must be embedded within economic 

systems, supported by aligned 
policies, institutional capacity, 
and strategic partnerships. At 
the same time, it recognises 
the complexity of balancing 
competing priorities, 
particularly in relation to 
enforcement and growth, and 
highlights the importance of 
careful policy calibration.

Ultimately, while the targets 
set are necessary, the success 
of this agenda will depend on 
implementation. Targets alone 
cannot create employment; 
rather, it is the effectiveness 

of systems, institutions, and collaboration 
that will determine whether meaningful and 
sustainable job creation is achieved.

Align policy across sectors, build institutional 
capacity, engage the private sector, and utilise 
data-driven approaches to guide decision-
making, and the current moment has the 
potential to mark a turning point. In such 
a scenario, SONA 2026 may not simply be 
remembered for its commitments, but for 
initiating a fundamental reset of South Africa’s 
labour market and laying the foundation for a 
more inclusive and dynamic economy.

The Portfolio Committee on Employment and 
Labour unfolded against a deeply symbolic and 
political backdrop, as government deliberately 
anchored its labour market interventions within 
the commemoration of Youth Month and the 
50th anniversary of the June 16 uprising. Deputy 
Minister Judith Nemadzinga‑Tshabalala framed 
the challenge of unemployment not merely 
as an economic issue, but as a continuation of 
South Africa’s historical struggle, noting that 
“this milestone serves as a powerful reminder 
of those historical sacrifices and provides a 
critical opportunity to reflect on the ongoing 
transition from the struggle for political freedom 
to the current pursuit of economic and social 
empowerment for all South Africans.” In this 



Rewiring South Africa’s Jobs Engine: Inside the SONA-Driven Employment Reset 7

framing, employment creation becomes the 
central test of democratic progress, particularly 
for young people.

At the core of the engagement was a 
reaffirmation that unemployment remains, in 
the words echoed from the State of the Nation 
Address, a “matter of national concern.” The 
Department positioned itself as operating within 
a constitutional mandate that extends beyond 
job creation alone to include the regulation 
of the labour market, promotion of labour 
standards, and provision of social protection. 
Deputy Minister Nemadzinga‑Tshabalala 
emphasised that this mandate is pursued 
through policies and programmes developed 
in consultation with social partners, aimed at 
improving economic efficiency, creating decent 
work, and protecting vulnerable workers.

Importantly, the session highlighted that 
government is not starting from a point of 
inaction, but rather from a base of significant 
intervention at scale. Figures presented 
during the engagement pointed to 2.5 million 
opportunities created through the Presidential 
Employment Stimulus, as well as over 200,000 
youth placed in work experience programmes. 
Reinforcing the effectiveness of these 
interventions, the Deputy Minister stated that 
such programmes are “not abstract; it is concrete 
proof that public employment programmes 
work, and work well.” Additional systems 
such as the SAYouth.mobi platform and the 
National Pathway Management Network were 
highlighted as evidence of a growing labour 
market infrastructure designed to connect 
young people to opportunities at scale.

At the same time, the 
Department was explicit that 
employment creation cannot 
be achieved by government 
alone. In a pointed call for shared 
responsibility, Deputy Minister 
Nemadz inga‑Tshabala la 
reiterated that “employment 
is not government’s duty 
alone, it is a social compact.” 
This message reflects a 
broader strategic shift, 
placing responsibility on the 
private sector, social partners, 
and other government 

departments to contribute meaningfully to 
employment outcomes. The emphasis on 
coordination was further underscored by the 
fact that many of the interventions outlined, 
from SME financing to public employment 
programmes, cut across multiple departments 
and require integrated implementation.

Policy reform emerged as a central pillar of 
the Department’s response. The National 
Labour Migration Policy, adopted in 2025, was 
presented as providing structured guidance on 
managing labour flows, while the forthcoming 
Employment Services Amendment Bill was 
described as “our legislative ‘teeth’,” intended to 
strengthen enforcement through mechanisms 
such as sectoral quotas and enhanced inspector 
powers. These reforms signal a shift from policy 
development to enforcement and regulatory 
strengthening, particularly in areas such as 
labour standards and migration management.

The Department also highlighted its 
commitment to inclusive growth, with 
specific interventions targeting historically 
marginalised groups. Notably, government aims 
to ensure that 7% of public service employment 
is comprised of persons with disabilities 
by 2030, supported by a corresponding 7% 
preferential procurement target. According 
to the Deputy Minister, partnerships already 
in place have begun to yield results, with over 
1,000 opportunities created for persons with 
disabilities, demonstrating an effort to integrate 
equity objectives into broader employment 
strategies.
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Despite these progress indicators, the 
engagement revealed significant tensions 
that define the current employment 
landscape. Members of Parliament raised 
concerns about the sustainability of public 
employment programmes, particularly the 
risk that participants cycle through temporary 
opportunities without transitioning into 
permanent work. In response, the Department 
acknowledged these challenges and pointed to 
ongoing reforms aimed at strengthening exit 
pathways, enhancing skills development, and 
improving programme coordination. These 
responses suggest a system that is aware of its 
limitations and actively attempting to address 
them within existing constraints.

Another key point of discussion was the gap 
between political commitments and fiscal 
realities. The announcement of 10,000 additional 
labour inspectors, for example, reflects strong 
political intent, but implementation remains 
dependent on phased funding and future 
budget allocations. This underscores a broader 
tension between ambition and capacity, where 
the scale of interventions must be matched by 
available resources and institutional capability.

 

 
Ultimately, the engagement presented a 
nuanced picture of a government actively 
attempting to respond to one of the country’s 
most persistent challenges. On the one 
hand, there is clear evidence of scale, policy 
direction, and institutional effort. On the 
other, structural constraints, ranging from 
low economic growth and skills mismatches 
to the realities of a changing labour market, 
continue to shape outcomes. As Deputy 
Minister Nemadzinga‑Tshabalala and officials 
emphasised, the task ahead is not simply to 
create opportunities, but to ensure that these 
translate into sustainable employment and 
meaningful economic participation.

In this context, the central question emerging 
from the session is not whether government is 
acting, but whether the current mix of policies, 
programmes, and partnerships can deliver 
lasting transformation in the labour market. 
The answer will depend on whether the system 
can successfully bridge the gap between large-
scale interventions and long-term employment 
outcomes, particularly for the country’s youth, 
whose aspirations continue to define the 
urgency of the challenge.

Brought to you by the Department’s Corporate Communication.
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