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The South African population is getting older
The South  African population
is projected to reach nearly 70
million by 2032, 50 million of
who will be adults.

A growing adult population
means that the number of
children born each year will
remain stable or even rise,
even though fertility rates
continue to fall.



Investing in children is investing in the future
The South  African population
is getting older. It is projected
to reach nearly 70 million by
2032, 50 million of whom will
be adults.

A growing adult population
means that the number of
children born each year will
remain stable or even rise,
even though fertility rates
continue to fall.
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There are approximately 1.1 million births in South Africa annually - an average rate
of about 3,000 babies born every day.

4 out of 10 young children live in rural settings, mainly in the former homelands.
KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo, and the Eastern Cape previously held the largest share of
children under 6. Gauteng has surpassed KwaZulu-Natal and has the largest under-
6 population in the country. 

Although the South African population is gradually urbanising, the young child
population remains less urban than the adult population. Rural households, and rural
women mainly, carry a significant burden of unpaid care work. 
 

Trends in the young child population

Government should take account of the expanding child urban populations in its
planning and budgetting processes. 



Basic services: water and sanitation 
There have been no significant improvements in access to adequate water or sanitation among children
under six over the past five years.

29% of children under six live in
households without piped water on site. 

Over 22% (over 1.5 million) young
children do not have a flush toilet or
ventilated pit latrine at home.

Young children are particularly
susceptible to diarrhoeal diseases and
other infections. 



Poverty rates rose sharply over
the COVID-19 lockdown period
and have not declined since.

Poverty rates

Food poverty rates are rising in
both rural and urban areas.

Higher than pre-COVID19



Poverty rates
In 2022, the highest under-6 poverty rates were in the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal, and the lowest
were in Gauteng and the Western Cape. 

Over 2.7 million children under six live below the food poverty line (in households that are poor too
meet their basic nutritional needs). Food poverty for children under 6 years is no longer primarily a
rural challenge, food poverty rates are rising in urban areas too. Poverty rates are likely to be reflected
in nutritional deficits in the future.

In 2019, 650,000 children under 1 year under one were in households below the national upper-bound
poverty line. The poverty headcount for infants increased each subsequent year to 850,000 in 2022.
Adult unemployment rates spiked in 2020. Although there was some recovery, the household-level
unemployment rates, when viewed from the perspective of young children, had still not returned to
their pre-COVID levels by 2022.

It is essential and urgent to ensure that current and future cohorts of young children can
develop healthily and thrive. Failure to make these investments would lead to the
continued erosion of the human capital of future generations. 
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Data gaps 
The 2022 population census was done just after the lockdown and produced a substantial undercount
rate of around 30%. Children under 5 years had one of the highest undercount rates at 35%.

When comparing the child population estimates from the 2022 population census with those of
StatsSA’s 2022 mid-year population estimate model for the same year, there is considerable variation
at the provincial level.

There is also uncertainty around the statistics derived from the General Household Survey during the
lockdown years, which may affect the trends described. 


