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South Africa’s Civil Servants — Output and Cost

Many rumours abound concerning the size of South Africa (SA)’s civil service. Would-be economists and analysts ignore statistics 
regarding the number of civil servants, the size of our government wage bill, the average civil servant salary, or the rate of wage 
increases, and draw inappropriate conclusions.

On average, the government wage bill increased by 11.7% annually since 2008. Employment only increased by 2.2%. This implies 
that, on average, civil servants enjoyed an annual salary increase of 9.5%. If one considers that labour productivity (as recorded 
by the South African Reserve Bank) only increased by 1.5% annually during this period, it would imply that civil servants enjoyed 
an annual wage premium of 8%. A compounding total wage premium of 116% over the 10-year period. Is this too much? Does the 
service we receive from our civil servants substantiate such lavish wage increases?

One common mistake made by would-be economists and analysts is to simply look at the amount of employed civil servants in SA 
and compare that to an amount from another country. This does not consider the size of the specific country’s economy — a larger 
economy would need more servants to administer various services. So, even though the US employs 23.5 million civil servants, 
roughly 10 times more than SA’s 2.3 million, their economy is 25 times larger than ours (measured in international PPP dollars to 
keep measurements consistent across various exchanges). Some might also argue that we need more civil servants because of the 
geographical size of SA. This argument does not hold true if one considers that Russia only employs 5 times more civil servants than 
SA but is more than 14 times our size.

From this, one would probably ask: do we employ too many civil servants, or do the US and Russia employ too little civil servants? 
When considering the output per worker of each civil servant, SA civil servants are among the most unproductive in the world. 
Therefore, we need to employ relatively more civil servants to do the same number of tasks. In fact, using output as a measure of 
productivity, we have the third most unproductive civil service of all the countries surveyed. This holds true if one considers the 
number of civil servants relative to the total output of the economy, or to the total final consumption expenditure of the government 
sector itself (a measure for the output by the government sector itself).

One can therefore understand why, on average, our civil servants are paid relatively less than other civil servants around the world 
(if one considers the average compensation of civil servants measured in international PPP dollars). However, when considering the 
cost (salary / wage) per level of output, our civil servants are the costliest of all civil servants. So, even though our civil servants are 
on average paid less than their peers, their output is so dismal that it inflates their relative cost.

It is reasonable to conclude that we either have too many civil servants or we pay our civil servants too much. We either need to 
get rid of some of our civil servants to force those left behind to be more productive, or we should halt salary increases until the 
compensation aligns to productivity. Either way, the fat of civil service must be reduced.
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