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Jenni Owen traveled to South Africa to explore issues of poverty alleviation.  Her main objectives were to explore the entities that drive poverty policy in South Africa; examine different perspectives on existing policy; and learn about multi-sector partnerships in poverty alleviation initiatives.
To address these issues, Ms. Owen traveled to both rural towns and metropolitan areas.  She observed that while South Africa and the U.S. share many of the same problems, the scope of the problems in South Africa are often of a much greater magnitude.  For example, community- based organizations in the U.S. cite capacity-building as a priority, but in South Africa, capacity building includes acquiring such basic resources as an office facility or organization bank account.
Ms. Owen found that many South African government leaders, at all levels, draw on research to support their work in poverty alleviation.  One person she met suggested that this is because of the country’s relatively recent transition to majority rule and the fact that many officials are new to their positions, and also because such a large proportion of senior government officials have an academic background.  She noted that the non-governmental and research entities she encountered participate in the policy realm to a greater extent and more directly than do comparable entities in the U.S.  

Ms. Owen identified two different perspectives on the state of poverty alleviation: One marvels at how much has been accomplished with regard to “social development” since the 1994 end of apartheid, while others feel little has been done.  While no one questioned the dramatic changes that have occurred, people felt that change did not translate to “better lives” since millions still suffer today.

While in Cape Town and Durban, Ms. Owen found two significant initiatives that included multi-sector partnerships.  First, Old Mutual is part of a partnership which brings products and services to South Africans earning between 1,000 and 3,000 ZAR a month (approx. $140-$430); their innovative home-building effort builds larger houses for the same amount as smaller homes, using recovered materials and employing local people in construction.  Second, the Wentworth Organization of Women (W.O.W.) assists disadvantaged populations in the Durban area by supporting an effort to bring an income-generating fish farm to the community.
Since returning to the U.S., Ms. Owen has been able connect several South African organizations with organizations stateside.  The head of a large Johannesburg NGO will visit Duke University and the broader community later in 2007.  She is also in the process of connecting leaders of the South African Local Government Association (SALGA) with the UNC School of Government to collaborate on models for providing technical assistance to local governments.  Ms. Owen plans to conduct further discussions on connecting research to policy, both at the Center for Child & Policy and among others in the Research Triangle area.  

