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Civil society calls on Parliament to support progressive taxation and halt proposed regressive measures 

  

Introduction 

As civil society organisations we are alarmed at the regressive taxation measures proposed in the 2018 Budget Speech, particularly 

the proposed VAT and fuel levy increases. While we recognise the need to raise additional revenue for the national fiscus, the 

proposals made to Parliament by Minister Gigaba make the tax regime more regressive and stand to exacerbate already 

unacceptably high levels of poverty and inequality. 

A reconsideration of the tax regime is not a matter to be taken lightly, and therefore not a matter National Treasury can unilaterally 

decide on. Such decisions can only be made after their potential effects, particularly for the most vulnerable, have been assessed 

and exhaustively debated, and where the proposed changes are demonstrated to be in the interest of realising a more equal 

society. 

We call on Parliament’s Finance Committees to interrogate National Treasury’s proposals, ensure that the voices of the most 

disadvantaged are heard, and use their powers to set aside proposals that will negatively impact the state’s ability to realise 

substantive equality and redress as set out in Section 9 of the Bill of Rights. While the Money Bills Act of 2009 requires Parliament 

to pass the Fiscal Framework within two weeks, Members of Parliament (MPs) must recognise that meaningful participation of 

the most affected is not feasible within this timeframe.  Deliberations of Revenue proposals can and must be decoupled from the 

Fiscal Framework.   

 

Raising taxes 

We disagree with the Minister that the proposed rise in VAT from 14% to 15% will have limited impact on the poor. While the 

majority of VAT revenue will naturally come from wealthier people who earn and spend more, the Minister acknowledged that 

his VAT proposal will increase the cost of living for all households. However, some are hit harder and the ability of households to 

afford the increase is different across income groups. In fact, taxes on goods (VAT plus excise duty) hit the poor hardest. The 

lowest earning 10% spend 13.8% of their disposable income on these taxes compared to 12.6% of the highest earning 10%. 

Existing imbalances in the tax regime must be acknowledged prior to implementing regressive measures such as an increase on 

VAT. Personal income tax rates have fallen in real terms for many years and the World Bank finds that South Africa’s effective 

corporate tax rate is well below emerging market peers and the fifth lowest in Africa. Wealth, and income from wealth, is 

undertaxed in South Africa - in the context of the unequal accumulation of assets under apartheid this is indefensible.  

 It must also be acknowledged that tax revenues have been negatively impacted by political interference associated with state 

capture at the South African Revenue Service (SARS) with billions lost annually to corruption. The auditor general, for example, 

recorded R46 billion in irregular expenditure in 2016/17, not including all state owned enterprises. The poor should not bear the 

brunt of this and our elected leadership should set an example by lowering their own salaries. All efforts must be made to recover 

stolen funds.     

 

Viewed in context 

The VAT hike, together with increases to the fuel levy and excise duties, must be seen in the context of the cost of living faced by 

the poorest. For example, over 5 million children live below the food poverty line, meaning that their caregivers are unable to 

provide them with sufficient food, leaving aside the additional costs of transport, clothing and shelter. Using the higher Stats SA 

Upper bound poverty line, 11.6 million children are living in poverty even though the majority do receive the small CSG of 



 

 

 
 

PARLIAMENT WATCH  

 
 
R380/child/month. The proposed fuel levy increases will exacerbate this burden, as, owing to apartheid’s spatial legacies, poor 

families already spend a disproportionate and crippling share of their disposable income on transport. 

Together with the tax hikes the limited increases to social grants will further erode the spending power of the poorest. The 5.6% 

increase to pension grants (until October 2018) is, on its own, below levels of inflation faced by the poor.  

 

Our demands 

We believe that our tax regime can and must be made more, not less, progressive. National Treasury must satisfy both the public 

and the Finance Committees that increases to other taxes are not viable. The use of VAT as a major source of revenue is only 

acceptable if it is accompanied by measures to significantly lessen its regressive impact. This is why civil society has historically 

called for a combination of expanding the range of zero-rated VAT goods, while implementing a higher VAT band for luxury goods 

(this could be tax neutral). Decisively acting on mismanagement at SARS and reinvigorating efforts to curb tax evasion, which will 

significantly boost tax receipts, is also essential.  

The Fiscal Framework and taxation proposals now await approval by Parliament’s Finance committees.  

We call for: 

● A comprehensive consultation process on all proposals to amend the tax regime prior to the enactment of any 

proposed changes. We would like to point out that while the Money Bills Act of 2009 requires Parliament to approve 

the Fiscal Framework within two weeks, this does not mean that specific revenue proposals must also be approved in 

the same timeframe. Parliament must recognise that meaningful participation on this matter by the most affected will 

require adequate preparation time and resources.  

● National Treasury to present their evidence that VAT will only have a limited impact on the poor, and to demonstrate 

that all other options would be of greater detriment to the most vulnerable.  Treasury must also be asked to present 

the gender differentiated impacts tax measures will have; as caregivers women are likely to be the hardest hit, and this 

cannot be ignored.  

● National Treasury to explain which other options have been considered and why the existing proposals were adopted. 

We question Treasury’s claims that VAT is the least harmful for economic growth, and expect Members of Parliament 

to do the same.  

● National Treasury to demonstrate that the regressive tax measures, coupled with the proposed austerity measures, will 

indeed protect frontline services.  

● Parliamentary committees to exercise their powers to amend or reject regressive tax proposals. 

● The country’s political leadership to take responsibility for the billions stolen over the past years by setting an example 

through reducing their own salaries, including those in Parliament.   

 

The purpose of a progressive tax and redistributive policy is to enable the government to rectify South Africa’s legacy of inequality 

and injustice and fulfil the promise of a better life for all. This is an urgent task. Any change to the tax regime must be one that 

reduces inequality and does not place additional burdens on the poor while ensuring government raises sufficient revenue to 

deliver on its constitutional obligations to provide, amongst other things, public health care and education, social welfare, decent 

housing and affordable public transport.  
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Endorsed by:  

1 Agenda Feminist Media Shireen Ragunan admin@agenda.org.za 

2 Alternative Information & Development Centre 

(AIDC) 

Dominic Brown  dominic@amandla.org.za 

3 Black Sash Zanele Mdletye zanele@blacksash.org.za> 

4 Centre for Law and Society Kelley Moult Kelley.moult@uct.ac.za 

5 Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town Paula Proudlock paula.proudlock@uct.ac.za 

6 Corruption Watch Phemelo Khaas phemelok@corruptionwatch.org.za 

7 De Heide Children’s Special Care Centre Fatima Shaboodien deheidecentre@telkomsa.net 

 

8  Disability Action Research Team (DART) Sue Philpott PhilpottSue@gmail.com 

9 Dullah Omar Institute Jaap de Visser jdevisser@uwc.ac.za 

10 Equal Education Sisesakhe Ntlabezo sisesakhe@equaleducation.org.za 

11 Equal Education Law Centre  Rubeena Parker  rubeena@eelawcentre.org.za 

12 Gender Equity Unit, UWC Mary Hames mhames@uwc.ac.za 

13 Gender Links Lucia Makamure alliance@genderlinks.org.za 

14 Isandla Institute Mirjam van Donk mirjam@isandla.org.za 

15 Refugee Social Services Yasmin Rajah yasmin@refugeesocialservices.co.za 

16 Social Change Assistance Trust Joanne Harding joanne@scat.org.za 

17 Sign Language Education Development Cara Loening info@sled.org.za 

18 The Social Justice Coalition Axolile Notywala  axolile@sjc.org.za 

19 Teddy Bear Foundation for Abused Children Shaheda Omar shahedao@ttbc.org.za 

20 Triangle Project Matthew Clayton matthew@triangle.org.za 

21 The Umtapo Centre Arun Naicker 

Deena Soliar  

 arunaicker@gmail.com 

 info@umtapocentre.org.za 

22 #UniteBehind Bruce Baigrie bruce.baigrie@gmail.com 

23 Women on Farms Project Colette Solomon 

 Rebecca Mort  

Colette@wfp.org.za 

Health@wfp.org.za 

24 World Vision South Africa Ntombiyenkosi Nkosi  ntombiyenkosi_nkosi@wvi.org 

25 Gun Free South Africa Adèle Kirsten adele@gfsa.org.za 

26  Shukumisa Campaign  Aneila Batschari coordinator@shukumisa.org.za 
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