
Shortcomings of the RDP 
 
Assessment Task 
 
Successes and shortcomings of the RDP in the period 1994 to 2001 (Individual activity) 
(LO2 AS2) 
 
Read the information below and do the exercise that follows. 
 

Social achievements of the RDP 

 
Proponents of the RDP argue that the programme oversaw many major advances in dealing with 
South Africa's most severe social problems: 
 Housing: Between 1994 and the start of 2001 over 1.1 million cheap houses eligible for 

government subsidies were built, accommodating 5 million of the estimated 12.5 million South 
Africans without proper housing. 

 Clean water: By the beginning of 1998, standpipes had been installed within 200 metres of 
the dwellings of about 1.3 million rural people. By August of that year, Minister of Water 
Affairs, Kader Asmal, stated that since he had taken office more than 2.5 million people had 
been given access to fresh safe water. By 2000, a total of 236 projects had supplied clean 
piped water to nearly 4.9 million people – most of whom were inhabitants of former 
homelands. 

 Electrification: Between 1994 and May 2000 around 1.75 million homes were connected to 

the national grid, while the proportion of rural homes with electricity grew from 12% to 42%.  
 Land reform: By 1999 some 39,000 families had been settled on 3,550 square kilometres of 

land. Authorities claimed that 250,000 people had 'received land' within four years.  
 Healthcare: Between April 1994 and the end of 1998, around 500 new clinics gave an 

additional 5 million people access to primary health care facilities. Under the polio-hepatitis 
vaccination programme that began in 1998, 8 million children were immunised within two 
years.  

 Public works: A community-based Public Works Programme provided employment over a 
period of five years to 240,000 people on road-building schemes and the installation of 
sewage, sanitation facilities and water supplies.  

 
Critics have questioned the scope of change represented by many of the statistics, and have 
argued that realities on the ground signify a far more modest improvement than the government 
claims. They have attacked, in particular, the standards of housing and water delivery, healthcare 
improvements and the successfulness of land reform policy and agricultural reforms: 
 Housing: Critics of the RDP point to poor housing quality as the chief problem being faced. 

One research investigation in 2000 found that only 30% of new houses complied with building 
regulations. Critics also note that new housing schemes are often dreary in their planning and 
layout – to the extent that they often strongly resemble the en masse bleak building 

programmes of the apartheid government during the 1950s and 60s.  
 Clean water: Critics of the RDP have targeted in particular the government's assertions 

regarding the provision of clean water – citing an array of problems and complications with 
RDP policies that have led to their partial or full failure during the implementation stage. Water 
projects faced, in many cases, severe design faults that led to unworkable bureaucratic 
messes on the ground. Subsequently, the percentage of households relying on rivers, streams 
and dams for their water actually increased slightly between 1995 and 1999 while the 
percentage of households using piped water only increased slightly. In 2000 the government 
announced a major change in policy by providing free basic allowances of 6,000 litres per 
month – solving the financial restrictions of the rural poor in accessing water, but placing even 
more doubt on the financial sustainability of the schemes.  

 Land reform: The number of families settled on land under the RDP was way off the 

Programme's goal – the RDP had aimed to resettle families on 300,000 square kilometres of 
land, but in reality only just over 1% of this goal was achieved. Moreover, the advances in 
many other areas of public services came partly through the removal of agricultural subsidies,  
which subsequently created huge job losses. Between 1994 and 1998 the number of workers 



on commercial farms declined from 1.4 million to just 637,000. Thus the number of people 
employed in the agricultural sector actually declined substantially under the RDP.  

 Healthcare: Critics of the RDP argue that access to healthcare only improved slightly under 
the RDP and that, even with moderately improved access, standards at many medical 
institutions declined rapidly. They cite, in the first place, that usage of healthcare facilities 
increased by just 1.6% between 1995 and 1999, and that even these modest improvements 
have been eclipsed by the advance of the AIDS pandemic and other health epidemics such as 
malaria. Between 1995 and 1998 the life expectancy of South Africans fell from 64.1 years to 
53.2 years, with AIDS patients sometimes occupying up to 40% of beds in public hospitals. 
This, say critics, is indicative of a "public health system... in crisis" rather than one undergoing 
positive transformation. Equally troubling has been declining quality of services. For example, 
in Soweto 950,000 patients attended primary healthcare clinics in 1994 where they were seen 
by 800 nurses – but by 2000 the number of patients had spiralled to about 2,000,000 while the 
number of nurses had fallen to just 500.  

(Source: wikipedia, free online encyclopedia) 

 
Summarise the information in table format. Copy and complete the table below in your workbook. 
                                                                                                                               [Total: 16 marks] 

Social problem RDP successes RDP shortcomings 

Clean water  
              [2 x 2 marks] 

  

Electrification  
                [2 x 1 mark] 

  

Healthcare  
              [2 x 2 marks] 

  

Housing  [2 x 1 mark] 
 

  

Land reform 
                [2 x 1 mark] 

  

Public works 
                [2 x 1 mark] 

  

 
 
 

 


