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Abstract 
This study examined the role of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in alleviating 
poverty in Qwa-Qwa, a rural area in the Eastern Free State, South Africa. Employing a 
qualitative case study design, the research utilised purposive sampling to select thirteen 
participants, including NGO representatives, officials from the Department of Social 
Development (DSD), and a municipal Local Economic Development (LED) manager. Data 
were collected through semi-structured interviews and analysed thematically using Braun 
and Clarke’s (2022) six-phase approach. Findings reveal that NGOs contribute significantly 
to poverty reduction through strategies such as Community Nutrition and Development 
Centres, short-term employment creation, and collaborative initiatives with government 
and private stakeholders. The study concludes that intentional, well-coordinated 
partnerships, coupled with financial and skills support, are essential for NGOs to address 
poverty effectively. It also emphasises the value of recognising community assets, 
advocating for the view of communities as active agents. NGOs should be empowered as 
catalysts for sustainable poverty eradication in rural contexts. 
Keywords: collaborations, community development, Non-Governmental Organizations, 
poverty eradication, Qwa-Qwa, rural development 
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1. Introduction and Background 

Global poverty remains a pressing development challenge, with the World Bank estimating 
that approximately 700 million people live on less than $2.15 per day (World Bank Group, 
2024). Sub-Saharan Africa continues to experience the highest levels of deprivation, 
shaped by persistent rural underdevelopment, conflict, and institutional fragility (Beegle 
& Christiaensen, 2019). In South Africa, poverty affects an estimated 62.7% of the 
population, while access to basic services such as water and electricity remains uneven, 
particularly in rural areas (World Bank Group, 2024). Rural poverty is especially severe, with 
an 81.3% headcount compared to 40.7% in urban settings (Bila, 2021), highlighting the need 
for targeted, context-responsive poverty-alleviation strategies. 

Qwa-Qwa, located in the Maluti-A-Phofung (MAP) municipality, is among the most 
economically marginalised regions in the Free State. The municipality records one of the 
highest unemployment rates in the province at 44.1% (Department of Cooperative 
Governance and Traditional Affairs, 2023), while nearly 60% of households survive on less 
than R1650 per month and 42% of residents remain unemployed (Mocwagae & Nel, 2023). 
For many households, social grants form the primary source of livelihood (Nishimwe-
Niyimbanira, 2020; Maluti-A-Phofung, 2024), yet these grants do not offer sustainable 
pathways out of poverty. Compounding this vulnerability are ongoing governance failures, 
including political instability, corruption, and financial mismanagement, which have led to 
unreliable service delivery, discouraged investment, and caused the closure of industries 
previously supporting local employment (Marais, 2023; Mollo, 2022). Despite these 
constraints, Qwa-Qwa’s agricultural potential presents opportunities for improving food 
security and expanding livelihood options when supported appropriately (Tsotetsi & 
Omodan, 2022). 

In this context, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have become central 
development actors in rural South Africa. They contribute to income generation, food 
security, health and education support, and long-term livelihood development (Fuseini et 
al., 2022; Kabonga, 2023). South African NGOs such as Kagiso Trust, Save the Children, 
Khulisa Social Solutions, and Gift of the Givers operate across various sectors, offering 
services ranging from environmental education to food relief (Makofane & Selepe, 2022; 
Mpofu & Govender, 2022; Wango, 2024). However, poverty-eradication activities are often 
embedded within broader programmes rather than being dedicated interventions, and 
their effectiveness varies across local contexts. 

Despite the growing reliance on NGOs to fill gaps left by state and market failures, little is 
known about how NGO-led poverty initiatives function in Qwa-Qwa, a region characterised 
by chronic poverty, weak governance, and limited economic opportunities. Existing 
literature does not adequately explain how NGOs design and implement programmes in 
settings where basic services are inconsistent, nor how these initiatives contribute to 
sustainable livelihoods in structurally disadvantaged rural environments. Moreover, the 
extent to which NGO activities complement or compensate for municipal shortcomings 
remains underexplored. 

This study, therefore, addresses a critical knowledge gap by examining the nature, 
contributions, and challenges of NGO-led poverty eradication initiatives in Qwa-Qwa. By 
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doing so, it provides insights into the role of civil society organisations in supporting rural 
livelihoods in contexts marked by deep structural inequalities. 

1.1 Statement of the problem 
South Africa’s rural poverty is deeply rooted in its apartheid legacy, which relegated Black 
communities to underdeveloped homelands and entrenched long-term socio-economic 
marginalisation (Tsotetsi & Omodan, 2022). Qwa-Qwa, one such former homeland, 
continues to experience extreme poverty, chronic unemployment, unreliable basic 
services, and deteriorating infrastructure-conditions exacerbated by political instability, 
governance failures, and weak municipal performance (Department of Social 
Development, Free State, 2023). Although the region possesses arable land and a history 
of industrial activity, these assets remain underutilised due to financial mismanagement, 
declining investment, and the collapse of local industries. As a result, livelihood 
opportunities have diminished, forcing most households to rely heavily on social grants, 
which, while essential, do not provide sustainable pathways out of poverty (Muleya & 
Xweso, 2025). 
The National Development Plan (NDP) identifies the need for multisectoral collaboration 
to address these structural challenges. It highlights NGOs as key actors capable of 
supporting grassroots development, strengthening community resilience, and delivering 
services in contexts where the state is unable to do so effectively (National Planning 
Commission, 2011). However, efforts to integrate NGOs into rural development strategies 
have been inconsistent, limited by inadequate coordination, weak government 
transparency, and chronic underinvestment in community-based initiatives. Although 
research shows that NGOs can contribute to poverty reduction through employment 
creation, skills development, food security initiatives, and social support services (Fuseini 
et al., 2022), their role in deeply marginalised rural settings such as Qwa-Qwa remains 
insufficiently understood. 
The problem is therefore twofold: first, rural poverty in Qwa-Qwa persists despite the 
presence of NGOs and government interventions; and second, there is limited empirical 
evidence on how NGO-led initiatives are designed, implemented, and experienced in this 
uniquely constrained context. This gap hinders the development of responsive, evidence-
based strategies needed to address chronic poverty in the region. Accordingly, this study 
examines the role of NGOs in poverty eradication in Qwa-Qwa, to inform more effective 
and transformative social policy for rural South Africa. 

1.2 Objective and rationale of the article 
The broad aim of this article is to assess the role of NGO-led poverty eradication initiatives 
in the Qwa-Qwa Region of the Eastern Free State, South Africa. The corollary objective is 
to understand poverty eradication interventions employed by NGOs in rural Qwa-Qwa in 
the Eastern Free State. 
Rural communities such as Qwa-Qwa continue to face persistent challenges linked to 
colonial legacies, poor infrastructure, underinvestment in services, and high levels of 
poverty and unemployment (Marais et al., 2023). While previous studies in Qwa-Qwa have 
addressed food security, economic development, and social entrepreneurship (Tsotetsi & 
Omodan, 2022), they have largely overlooked the role NGOs could potentially play in 
poverty eradication. Despite having access to arable land, the lack of farming and social 
infrastructure hampers sustainable livelihoods. In this context, NGOs play a crucial role by 
bridging service delivery gaps, advocating for communities, and designing context-specific 
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interventions (Makofane & Selepe, 2022). Given the limited research on poverty 
eradication in Qwa-Qwa, this study sought to investigate the specific role NGOs play in 
addressing poverty in the region, with a focus on collaborative solutions involving 
government and private sector partners. 

2. Understanding Poverty and the role of NGOs in Poverty 
Eradication in Qwa-Qwa 

Poverty remains a major challenge in developing countries, with about 80% of the world’s 
population living in extreme poverty-much of it concentrated in rural, conflict-affected 
regions of Sub-Saharan Africa (World Bank Group, 2024). Poverty is also understood 
differently and experienced in different ways leading to different meanings and 
definitions. Poverty is generally characterised by the inability of individuals, households 
and communities to have resources to satisfy their living capabilities and conditions (May, 
1998). The Sustainable Livelihoods Approach (SLA) as a guiding framework for this study 
conceptualises poverty as a multidimensional condition shaped by people’s access to and 
control over livelihood assets, institutional structures, and vulnerability contexts 
(Scoones, 2015).  NGOs have demonstrated their ability to reduce poverty through micro-
credit, asset provision, housing support, and educational financing (Fuseini et al., 2022). 
Evidence from Zimbabwe and Bangladesh shows that income-generating initiatives can 
reduce unemployment and strengthen livelihoods, suggesting that NGO interventions 
often succeed when they combine resources with opportunities for local economic 
participation (Mago & Hofisi, 2016; Ghalib et al., 2015). 

Yet, the literature also identifies clear conditions under which NGO efforts fall short. 
Microfinance outcomes are inconsistent, with studies showing that loans alone have a limited 
impact without complementary financial literacy and entrepreneurial support (Samer et al., 
2015; Uddin et al., 2020). Moreover, when NGOs act as micro-lenders, they risk reproducing 
exploitative lending practices that increase household vulnerability rather than reducing it. 
These findings highlight that NGO effectiveness depends on context-sensitive programming, 
ethical financial practices, and holistic, capability-building approaches. 

NGOs are widely recognised as key actors in poverty eradication because they address the 
multidimensional nature of deprivation through interventions in education, health, and 
community development (Abdullahi, 2019; Ngumbela & Mle, 2019; Ayoo, 2022). However, 
the broader scholarship provides a critical lens on their effectiveness, noting that donor 
dependence, corruption, and accountability to foreign funders may limit their autonomy and 
reinforce neoliberal agendas, thereby constraining their impact (Cordeiro & Nyaruwata, 
2016; Nega & Schneider, 2014; Niyonkuru, 2016; Sakue-Collins, 2021). Evidence from Ghana 
and Cameroon further demonstrates that NGO-led poverty eradication efforts often fail 
when programmes overlook basic needs or exclude beneficiaries from key decision-making 
processes (Amofah & Agyare, 2022; Nsah, 2024). These findings reaffirm arguments that 
sustainable poverty reduction hinges on context-specific knowledge, meaningful 
beneficiary participation, and NGOs' ability to mobilise the expertise of employees and 
volunteers embedded in local communities (Fuseini et al., 2022; Tshiyoyo, 2019; Cwaile, 2023; 
Kabonga, 2023). Participatory approaches, therefore, remain central to enhancing project 
relevance, ownership, and long-term sustainability (Nega & Schneider, 2014). 
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Within South Africa, home to the largest number of NGOs on the continent (Kang’ethe & 
Manomano, 2014), these debates are especially relevant for rural areas such as Qwa-Qwa, 
where deep-rooted inequalities, service-delivery failures, and chronic underinvestment 
exacerbate multidimensional poverty (Marais et al., 2023; Nishimwe-Niyimbanira, 2020). 
Although research focusing specifically on NGOs in Qwa-Qwa is limited, existing evidence 
illustrates their ongoing contributions and their potential role in filling governance gaps. 
NGOs in the region support Community Nutrition and Development Centres (CNDCs), 
creating short-term employment opportunities and linking residents to external 
opportunities. Approximately R9.6 million was allocated to sustaining CNDCs in 2022/23 
(Department of Social Development, Free State, 2023). Some organisations, such as 
Thusang Advice Centre, also collaborate with the government to advance women’s rights 
and strengthen local advocacy (Mushonga & Seloma, 2018). Yet, while CNDCs and similar 
initiatives provide important safety nets, they remain temporary measures, underscoring 
the need for more sustainable, community-driven poverty eradication strategies. Despite 
criticisms regarding donor dependence and limited autonomy (Brass, 2022; Ismail & 
Kamat, 2018), donor funding remains vital to NGO operations and can still enable positive 
outcomes when paired with participatory, context-sensitive approaches. Strengthening 
collaborative efforts between NGOs, government, and private partners is therefore 
essential for advancing long-term, locally grounded poverty eradication in Qwa-Qwa. 

Addressing rural poverty requires a multisectoral strategy that incorporates innovative 
service delivery models and collaborative leadership suited to rural contexts (Mubangizi, 
2023). Partnerships between the state and NGOs are therefore essential for enabling 
structural transformation. Although progress has been made, limited research examines 
how rural NGOs can effectively contribute to poverty eradication, and existing literature 
offers mixed conclusions about their impact. Three decades of persistent poverty into 
South Africa’s democracy highlights the need for more intentional, coordinated 
approaches involving actors who understand community needs-particularly NGOs capable 
of promoting sustainable development and upward mobility. 

2.1 Theoretical Framework 

This study is grounded in the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach (SLA), which conceptualises 
poverty as a multidimensional condition shaped by people’s access to and control over 
livelihood assets, institutional structures, and vulnerability contexts (Serrat, 2017; Scoones, 
2015). The framework was particularly relevant for examining poverty eradication initiatives in 
Qwa-Qwa because the region is characterised by limited employment opportunities, weak 
infrastructure, governance failures, and constrained access to financial and social resources. 
Within the SLA, livelihoods are understood through five interrelated asset categories: human, 
social, natural, physical, and financial capital (Department for International Development, 1999). 
In Qwa-Qwa, these assets are significantly constrained through high unemployment, 
deteriorating municipal services, weakened local economies, and dependency on social grants. 
The SLA therefore enabled the study to move beyond income-based understandings of poverty 
and instead examine how NGOs contribute to strengthening livelihood capabilities, community 
resilience, and access to sustainable opportunities in structurally disadvantaged rural settings 
(Nel, 2015; Patel, 2016). The framework also aligns with participatory and community-driven 
development approaches because it recognises local knowledge, agency, and collective action 
as central to sustainable poverty reduction. 
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The SLA informed the study’s research questions, methodology, and interpretation of 
findings by directing attention to how NGO interventions strengthen or constrain 
livelihood assets within Qwa-Qwa communities. The study specifically explored how 
NGOs support financial capital through temporary employment and income-generation 
initiatives, natural capital through community food gardens, human capital through 
skills development and training, and social capital through collaboration and 
community mobilisation. The interpretive qualitative design was consistent with the 
SLA’s people-centred orientation, allowing participants to describe how poverty, 
vulnerability, and local assets are experienced within everyday rural life. The findings 
further reflected core SLA assumptions by demonstrating that sustainable poverty 
eradication depends not only on short-term relief measures such as food provision, but 
also on strengthening local capabilities, participation, and institutional support 
systems. At the same time, the challenges identified including limited funding, weak 
stakeholder collaboration, and shortages of volunteers highlighted how fragile 
institutional environments undermine livelihood sustainability and reduce NGOs’ 
capacity to support long-term community resilience (Krantz, 2001; Kim et al., 2019; 
Cattaneo et al., 2022). In this way, the SLA provided an appropriate analytical 
framework for understanding both the contributions and limitations of NGO-led 
poverty eradication initiatives in Qwa-Qwa. 
 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Approach and design 

Poverty is complex, and understanding NGOs’ perspectives on addressing it in rural areas 
is crucial. Qualitative methods offer a holistic view of NGOs’ roles and fill knowledge gaps 
by capturing participants’ insights. This study adopted an interpretive qualitative paradigm 
with an exploratory case study design, allowing in-depth exploration of NGOs’ efforts in 
poverty eradication within the specific context of Qwa-Qwa (Yin, 2014). 

3.2 Population and sample 

The study investigated the work of NGOs involved in rural poverty eradication in Qwa-Qwa, 
located in the Maluti-A-Phofung Municipality of the Eastern Free State-an area characterised 
by entrenched socio-economic marginalisation, including high unemployment rates (41% 
overall; 53% among youth) and persistent poverty (Maluti-A-Phofung Local Municipality, 2024). 
Three NGOs actively engaged in poverty alleviation were purposively selected from 66 
organisations identified in the National Development Agency records (NDA, 2025). To broaden 
perspectives, community development practitioners from the Department of Social 
Development and the Local Economic Development Manager were included. 

3.2.1 Inclusion criteria 

Participants were volunteers, part-time staff, and permanent employees aged 18-75, with 
at least secondary or tertiary education, occupying roles such as facilitators, managers, or 
community development practitioners, and 0-5 years of experience in rural poverty-
eradication NGOs. The final sample comprised 13 individuals: nine from NGOs, three from 
the Department of Social Development, and one local economic development manager 
(See Table 1 below). 
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3.3 Data collection 

The researchers conducted semi-structured interviews with NGOs, the Department of 
Social Development (DSD), and the Local Economic Development (LED) unit in Qwa-Qwa, 
using an open-ended interview guide to elicit in-depth insights. Given the well-documented 
privacy challenges associated with qualitative interviewing (Ruslin et al., 2022), informed 
consent was obtained, confidentiality was assured, interviews were audio-recorded with 
participants’ permission, and participants were informed of their right to withdraw at any 
stage of the process. 

3.4 Data analysis 

Data were analysed using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase 
framework (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017; Elliott, 2018). The process began with 
familiarisation, where transcripts were read repeatedly to gain an in-depth understanding 
of the data. This was followed by systematic coding, in which meaningful features were 
identified and organised. Codes were then collated into initial themes i.e Participant 1, etc, 
after which themes were reviewed and refined to ensure internal coherence and 
alignment with the dataset. The next phase involved defining and naming themes, as well 
as clarifying their scope and analytical focus. Finally, the themes were compiled into a 
coherent narrative, presented in relation to the research questions. A deductive approach 
allowed themes to emerge directly from the participants’ accounts, enabling a nuanced 
understanding of NGOs’ responses to poverty eradication in Qwa-Qwa. 

3.5 Ethical considerations 

This study prioritized the ethical protection of participants by adhering to strict standards, 
including approval from the instution’s non-medical ethics non-medical committee (Protocol: 
SW24/07/04). Participants received detailed information about the study, their roles, and 
voluntary participation rights. Informed consent was obtained, with opportunities to ask 
questions and withdraw at any time. Confidentiality was ensured through pseudonyms and 
secure data storage. Researchers avoided harm by steering clear of sensitive topics, providing 
referrals for distress, and debriefing participants. Participants were also offered access to the 
research findings in digital research reports and journal articles. 
 

4.Findings and discussions 

4.1 Biographical Profiles of Interview Participants  

The following table depicts the participants’ profiles according to their respective ages, 
education levels, roles and years of experience 

Table 1: Research Participants Profiles  

Participant 
Code 

Age Highest level 
of education 

Position/ role Years of 
Experience  

1 56 University Director (Founder) 18 

2 54 University Coordinator 4 
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3 32 Grade 12 Volunteer 2 

4 56 University LED Manager 27 

5 44 University Community Development 
Practitioner 

5 

6 37 University Community Development 
Practitioner 

13 

7 52 University Deputy-Director  27 

8  Preferred not 
to say 

College Director (Founder) 7 

9 21 University Deputy-Chairperson 2 

10 Preferred not 
to say 

Grade 12 Treasurer 7 

11 38 University Director 16 

12 35 University Operational Manager 9 

13 25 University Project Coordinator 5 

Table 1 above illustrates the respective profiles of the participants who were interviewed 
from different organizations and government departments.  

The lowest qualification among participants was a Grade 12 certificate, and the highest was 
a Masters degree. Most participants (N=9) had university degrees, which is in line with the 
literature on skills needed by NGO staff. The years of experience varied from a minimum 
of 2 years to a maximum of 27 years. Equally, the age distribution ranged from 21 to 56 
years among those who indicated their ages. 

Staff are crucial to an NGO’s success (Brass; 2022). Sustainable NGOs require 
knowledgeable personnel skilled in project management, proposal writing, fundraising, 
and monitoring and evaluation (Ismail & Kamat, 2018; Brass, 2022). Keeping up with sector 
trends is also vital and effective service delivery depends on qualified staff, and those with 
longer tenure possess valuable experience and insight into skill gaps and poverty-related 
challenges within their organizations (Kabonga, 2023). 

4.2 Themes 

Theme 1: Prevalence of Poverty and Unemployment in Qwa-Qwa 

Participants in this study consistently reported the prevalence of poverty in Qwa-Qwa. 
Several NGOs noted that poverty in Qwa-Qwa was a challenge and many people’s lived 
reality. Interestingly, participants also noted that poverty persists because people do not 
know how to create their own income and emancipate themselves from poverty.   The 
following excerpts build on this argument: 
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so the houses I went to, maybe about 150 walking in the village. But then I found that 
there was nobody working there. (Participant 6) 

If you know the poverty level here in Qwa-Qwa was 20% at that time. Today I’d say to 
you, it’s 95%. It’s more than tripled (Participant 4) 

but poverty is hammering our community, it is heartbreaking. The situation that we’re 
living in people being unemployed…we realised that there are needy kids who go to 
bed on empty stomachs, and when you think sleeping on an empty stomach as a child 
(Participant 3) 

There is no, I would say there is no vision of creating employment for your fellow 
members of the community and again, I think that is what is creating a lot of poverty. 
(Participant 12) 

Participants consistently identified poverty and unemployment as pervasive and 
persistent socio-economic challenges in Qwa-Qwa. Their accounts suggest that poverty is 
not experienced merely as a lack of income, but is reflected in widespread unemployment, 
food insecurity and limited opportunities for households to improve their socio-economic 
circumstances. Collectively, the above accounts portray poverty in Qwa-Qwa as a 
multidimensional and persistent condition shaped by unemployment, food insecurity and 
limited livelihood opportunities, while also raising questions about the extent to which 
communities are supported to develop their own income-generating capacities. 

Theme 2: Community Assets and Capabilities 

Participants mentioned community assets, lack of support and participation as factors that 
have an impact on poverty eradication in Qwa-Qwa as shown in the excerpts below: 

they need to lead us, and they need to take ownership because we cannot tell them 
what to do...because it's community development, we don't decide for the 
community, the community needs to decide for themselves (Participant 6) 

 People must use their talents, must use their assets. That's what we’re promoting, 
solidarity, Ubuntu, let’s us help each other live and move forward, (Participant 7) 

Lack of support from the community. Even when I say I’m asking them to help, they 
have a mentality that ok, they should get something in return whereas  they are also 
helping themselves, (Participant 10) 

Participants emphasised that poverty eradication should not be understood solely in terms 
of providing resources to communities; rather, communities should be enabled to identify, 
mobilise and utilise their existing assets and capabilities. This perspective was particularly 
evident in Participant 6's emphasis on community ownership and participation. This 
emphasis on local capabilities was reinforced by Participant 7 while Participant10  
identified limitations to community participation, particularly where expectations of 
material compensation affected willingness to contribute.  

Theme 3: Role of NGOs in Poverty Eradication 

Participants in this study highlighted some strategies they used in their organizations to 
try and alleviate poverty in Qwa-Qwa. They described a range of NGO interventions aimed 
at responding to immediate needs while also creating opportunities for community 
members to improve their livelihoods. These interventions included food provision, 
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community gardens, agricultural support and employment-related projects. This is clearly 
shown in the excerpts below: 

We address poverty eradication through the CNDC, whereby in the community 
members come and eat from Monday, for five days Monday to Friday (Participant 5) 

And in their gardens, they now have their own gardens. Agriculture was here and they 
gave them seeds, people in this village. So that they can plant, regardless of the size 
of your plot. Once they have produced, you can eat and sell to people, if they want to.  
(Participant 10) 

They told me there is a project that is coming and asked me to identify people. So they 
are able to work at the end of the month they are earning that stipend so it is how we 
alleviate poverty (Participant 8) 

Taken together, these accounts indicate that NGOs play multiple roles in poverty 
eradication in Qwa-Qwa, ranging from immediate relief and food security interventions to 
livelihood development and access to temporary income-generating opportunities. At the 
same time, the sustainability and scale of these interventions appear closely connected to 
the resources available to NGOs. 

Theme 4: Challenges Facing NGOs and Resource Constraints 

Various challenges emerged from the findings as key constraints to effective community 
development by NGOs in Qwaqwa and key were lack of funding, lack of volunteers and 
limited collaboration. Conversely collaboration emerged as another important dimension 
of NGO capacity, although participants reported differing experiences of inter-
organisational and stakeholder partnerships 

Funding 

Many participants in this study mentioned a lack of funding as the main challenge for their 
organizations. Other challenges included a lack of volunteers and skills as shown in the 
findings below: 

we have many years without being funded, we only have two years to being funded 
anyway (Participant 1) 

so with the little money we had as a department, because we have R3.5 million for the 
whole province (Participant 7) 

So, it is quite a challenge for us as NGOs because many institutions don't cover salaries 
or stipends for volunteers. So I still need to source out funds for them to be able to 
join our organization (Participant 12) 

Lack of Volunteers 

Participants identified the lack of volunteers as a significant obstacle to meeting their 
NGOs’ operational requirements and effectively implementing programmes within 
communities. 

They want money, they tell you they won’t volunteer. At the end of the month, they 
are expecting something (Participant 10) 

Our biggest challenge is we have volunteers, but you know, volunteers have families 
that they have to, you know, make means (Participant 12) 
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 No, people don’t volunteer, all they think is money (Participant 3) 

So number two, eh the majority of people here are are, they don’t understand 
volunteering, you understand. We are short of many volunteers, we need manpower, 
a lot. Yes, I don’t know (Participant 8) 

The biggest resource participants highlighted as a critical need was funding.  

Uh, number 1, yeah, it’s lack of funds, lack of funds, that is the one I think is the biggest 
challenge because if we have certain funding, it will help the organization to have 
more personnel (Participant 2) 

And sometimes you find that the department is busy funding the same 
organizations...they funded them last year and this year they are still funding them.... 
even though they misuse funds...(Participant 6) 

 So…so the biggest challenge we have it's it's funding (Participant 11) 

Collaborative Approaches to Poverty Eradication 

Some participants viewed collaboration as important and beneficial to communities; 
others had no collaborations.  The following findings came up: 

Yes, the organization alone won’t meet the needs of the community,  so it’s important 
for us as an organization to collaborate with other stakeholders. it helps a lot 
(Participant 2) 

So, those partnerships but we don’t have partnerships with donors or funders, we 
don’t have ties  (Participant 4) 

you understand, so in actual fact., the vision says we must integrate with other 
stakeholders......so we have to do it, besides the fact that we do it in a grassroot level 
(Participant 6) 

We are trying to conduct seminars and everything together but we are not in 
partnership. (Participant 12) 

As shown from the findings, NGO interventions are undermined by inadequate funding, 
limited volunteer capacity and weak or inconsistent partnerships. Importantly, the findings 
therefore suggest that poverty eradication cannot rest exclusively on NGO interventions 
or on the expectation that communities should become self-reliant. Rather, sustainable 
poverty eradication requires the mobilisation of community capabilities alongside 
adequate institutional resources, stable funding, meaningful stakeholder collaboration 
and opportunities for sustainable employment and livelihood development. The findings 
presented above will then be discussed below. 
 

5. Discussion of Findings 

5.1 Prevalence of Poverty and Unemployment in Qwa-Qwa 

Unemployment in Qwa-Qwa significantly undermines household financial well-being, 
particularly for youth, where the unemployment rate is 53%, well above the national 
average of 45.5% (Maluti-A-Phofung Local Municipality, 2024). This limits households’ 
ability to meet basic needs such as food, education, and transport, perpetuating cycles of 
poverty. Historically, Qwa-Qwa’s economy was bolstered by factories that provided 
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employment, but many have closed due to inconsistent municipal services, including water 
and electricity, further exacerbating unemployment (Marais, 2023; Membretti et al., 2023). 
These findings are consistent with broader studies linking high rural unemployment to 
persistent poverty and diminished economic opportunities in South African townships 
(Mbajiorgu & Odeku, 2023). The concentration of youth unemployment in Qwa-Qwa aligns 
with global and regional patterns where rural youth are disproportionately affected by 
labour market challenges (World Bank, 2024). 

From an SLA perspective, the erosion of financial and physical assets-such as stable income 
and functioning infrastructure-significantly weakens household resilience. Strengthening 
these assets through skills development, improved service delivery, and youth-focused 
employment pathways is essential for expanding livelihood options (Chambers & Conway, 
1992; Serrat, 2017). Similar findings in other Sub-Saharan contexts show that where local 
economic diversification is weak, structural unemployment drives deeper vulnerability and 
limits long-term livelihood sustainability (Mago & Hofisi, 2016; Ghalib et al., 2015). Thus, the 
Qwa-Qwa context reflects a broader link between limited employment opportunities and 
entrenched rural poverty, emphasizing the need for targeted interventions such as 
livelihood diversification, youth employment programmes, and investment in basic 
infrastructure. 

5.2 Community Assets and Capabilities 

The study revealed that residents in Qwa-Qwa demonstrate limited engagement in 
community initiatives due to competing priorities like securing food and basic services, 
alongside a lack of municipal support (Nyathi et al., 2024; Matloga et al., 2024). Persistent 
service delivery failures undermine community trust, reducing participation in 
programmes that could foster local development. These findings mirror prior research 
emphasizing that low engagement in rural South African communities is often tied to 
infrastructural deficiencies, unemployment, and weak governance (Mansuri & Rao, 2013, 
as cited in Atinga et al., 2019). Consequently, strategies aimed at poverty reduction must 
account for local capacities and barriers to participation. 

SLA emphasises that human, social, and natural assets are critical for community resilience, 
yet in Qwa-Qwa these assets remain underutilised due to structural constraints. 
Strengthening local skills, rebuilding social networks, and improving access to natural 
assets-such as land for food production-can enhance collective agency and sustainable 
development outcomes (Scoones, 2015; Krantz, 2001). Studies elsewhere in Africa 
demonstrate that mobilising local capabilities, coupled with supportive governance 
structures, significantly improves community resilience and livelihood outcomes (Fuseini 
et al., 2022; Tshiyoyo, 2019). These findings suggest that interventions combining local 
asset mobilisation with municipal support and NGO collaboration are essential for 
empowering communities and achieving long-term poverty reduction. 

5.3 Role of NGOs in Poverty Eradication 

NGOs in Qwa-Qwa play a critical role in mitigating poverty through Community Nutrition 
and Development Centres (CNDCs), home food gardens, and short-term employment 
initiatives (Mdiya & Mdoda, 2021; Vávra et al., 2018; Mbajiorgu & Odeku, 2023). Food 
gardens enhance household food security and offer opportunities for income generation, 
aligning with the SLA’s focus on leveraging community assets and promoting local 
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ownership (Maredia et al., 2023). Such locally driven interventions are consistent with 
studies in Tanzania and other African contexts where community-based agricultural 
projects enhanced livelihoods, income, and social cohesion (Kim et al., 2019; Cattaneo et 
al., 2022). Employment initiatives facilitated by NGOs, although often short-term, 
contribute to immediate income security and poverty alleviation (Ngumbela & Mle, 2019). 

These interventions strengthen key SLA assets-particularly natural (land for agriculture), 
human (skills training), and financial (income opportunities)-which enhance household 
resilience and adaptive capacity (Department for International Development, 1999; Serrat, 
2017). However, the sustainability of these initiatives hinges on continued investment in 
capacity-building and long-term support systems that move beyond short-term relief 
towards structural transformation. These findings align with regional studies that show 
NGO-supported livelihood programmes and micro-employment initiatives can buffer 
communities against extreme poverty (Ghalib et al., 2015; Mago & Hofisi, 2016). 
Nonetheless, the short-term nature of these interventions highlights the need for 
sustained development strategies that integrate skills development, enterprise 
promotion, and broader economic opportunities. 

5.4 Challenges Facing NGOs and Resource Constraints 

NGOs in Qwa-Qwa face significant funding challenges, exacerbated by donor requirements 

and limited government support, which often force organisations to prioritise donor agendas 

over community needs (Ratlabyana et al., 2016; Kabonga, 2023; Chanase, 2023). Reliance on 

short-term or single-source funding poses a threat to programme continuity, staff 

development, and overall sustainability, echoing findings from studies conducted across rural 

South Africa and other African countries (Batti, 2014; Shava, 2019). Limited human resources 

and high volunteer turnover further undermine organisational capacity to implement and 

monitor poverty reduction initiatives (Mavee, 2022; Mothusi et al., 2018). Collaboration deficits 

with stakeholders, including local government and private partners, also compound these 

challenges (Asogwa et al., 2024; Zeleke et al., 2024). 

SLA literature emphasises that enabling institutional environments are essential for 

strengthening livelihood assets; however, the organisational challenges experienced by 

NGOs weaken their ability to support community financial, human, and social assets 

effectively (Scoones, 2015; Department for International Development, 1999). Improving 

donor coordination, local partnerships, and resource-sharing mechanisms can enhance 

NGO capacity to deliver sustainable poverty-reduction interventions (Banks & Hulme, 2012; 

Lewis & Kanji, 2009). Evidence suggests that NGO effectiveness improves when 

partnerships are strengthened, enabling resource pooling, skill-sharing, and coordinated 

service delivery (Hazara, 2016; Ditlev-Simonsen, 2022). Local Economic Development (LED) 

initiatives, such as small-scale agriculture and microenterprise support, also demonstrate 

the benefits of NGO-government collaboration for rural job creation and sustainable 

economic development (Maluti-A-Phofung Local Municipality, 2024; Mahlalela, 2014). 

These findings reinforce the literature advocating for integrated, stakeholder-driven 

approaches to rural poverty eradication. 
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6. Conclusions, implications for work practice and recommendation 

6.1 Conclusions         

This study concluded that poverty in Qwa-Qwa remains deeply entrenched and is 
exacerbated by high unemployment, especially among youth, deteriorating infrastructure, 
and limited economic opportunities. NGOs play a vital role in poverty alleviation through 
grassroots initiatives such as poultry cooperatives and household food gardens, often in 
partnership with the DSD. However, these efforts are hindered by significant challenges, 
including inadequate and inconsistent funding, weak stakeholder collaboration, 
community apathy, limited volunteerism, and a general lack of capacity within both NGOs 
and local government structures. Despite these challenges, the presence of arable land 
and the willingness of some communities to engage in self-sustaining activities offer a 
basis for building sustainable livelihoods if supported appropriately. 

6.2 Implications for Practice 

Social work and community development practitioners must prioritise capacity building, 
both within NGOs and among community members, to foster self-reliance, effective 
project management, and community ownership. Theories such as the Sustainable 
Livelihood Approach (SLA) focus on community strengths, collaboration, and participatory 
planning and should be integrated in rural community development practice and social 
work practice within rural communities. Practitioners should also work to cultivate 
stronger multi-stakeholder partnerships, including local government, private sector 
actors, and donors, to enhance resource mobilisation, information sharing, and 
programme sustainability. Given the socio-economic context, innovative approaches to 
incentivise volunteerism, such as skills development and internships, should be considered 
to ensure active community engagement and resilience. 

6.3 Recommendations 

To enhance the effectiveness of poverty eradication initiatives, it is essential to strengthen 
multi-stakeholder collaboration by fostering coordinated partnerships among NGOs, 
relevant government departments, particularly the DSD and LED from local government 
sector actors, and local communities. These partnerships should be geared toward 
aligning efforts, pooling resources, and promoting shared development goals. 
Furthermore, government departments must review and streamline NGO funding 
mechanisms to ensure equitable, timely, and transparent disbursement processes that 
support compliant organisations. In promoting sustainable livelihoods, particular 
emphasis should be placed on youth-focused skills development in agriculture and 
entrepreneurship, especially in areas experiencing high unemployment like Qwa-Qwa, to 
stimulate economic self-sufficiency. Structured volunteer programmes offering stipends, 
formal recognition, and pathways to employment are also necessary to encourage 
meaningful volunteerism in impoverished communities where unpaid service may be 
unsustainable. Investment in community development education is critical to capacitate 
NGO personnel and practitioners with the knowledge and skills necessary for contextually 
relevant and development-oriented interventions. Additionally, community-led food 
security initiatives should be supported through the provision of seeds, tools, and training 
to address immediate nutritional needs while facilitating income generation. Finally, 
promoting accountability and good governance across all institutional levels is imperative 
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to combat corruption, restore public trust, and ensure the efficient delivery of services to 
intended beneficiaries. In sum, sustainable poverty eradication in Qwa-Qwa requires a 
holistic, community-centred, and multi-stakeholder approach that builds on existing 
assets, strengthens partnerships, and empowers communities to take ownership of their 
development pathways. 
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