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QUANTIFYING A LIVING WAGE IN SWAZILAND: A CASE 

OF THE HANDICRAFT SECTOR 

________________________________________________________ 

 

What is the issue? 

 
The Swaziland MDG Report (MDGR, 2015) documents that to improve wellbeing in 

Swaziland beyond 2015 requires the country to accelerate efforts geared toward creating 

lucrative employment and decent work for all, including women, the youth, and people living 

with disabilities. This is pertinent for the Kingdom of Swaziland given that 28.1% of the 

economically active population was unemployed in 2014 (ILFS, 2014). Others have argued 

that the unemployment rate is higher in rural areas, where the actual figure is probably more 

than 40% (Manyatsi et al., 2013). 

 

The handicraft sector has the potential to provide mass employment opportunities. However, 

undermining handicraft in Swaziland is a lack of appreciation of the potential this sector has 

toward changing the economic status and livelihoods of the people (Bam, 2014). As a result, 

the sector is notorious for paying low wages that do not support a decent standard of living, 

particularly in rural areas. Poor pay or low wages can have adverse impacts on economic 

growth by depressing per capita consumption.  
 
So what can be done? The alternative proposal is providing a living wage which will ensure 

that employees are able to cover their basic needs, health, education, sanitation, and retain 

savings. Against this backdrop, this policy brief reports findings of a study that quantified the 

living wage for both rural and urban handicraft workers in Swaziland.  

 

What is a living wage and why does it matter? 

 
A living wage is defined as an income that provides a decent standard of living for a worker 

and their dependents, within regulated working hours and excluding overtime (Brenner, 

2002). In public policy, the living wage is described as an income that will enable a worker to 

meet their basic needs. Living wage decrees help to create minimum standards that raise the 

income floor for low-wage workers and in the process redirect the future path of the economy 

(Zabin and Martin, 1999). Therefore, living wages play a crucial role in improving the lives 

of low-income workers.   

 

The living wage matters because Swaziland aspires to emerge as a developed country driven 

by sustainable development and inclusive growth where “all citizens are able to pursue their 

life goals sustainably, enjoy lives of value and dignity in a safe and secure environment in 

line with the objectives of the Sustainable Development Goals” by the year 2022. Yet 

achieving sustainability goes beyond having profitable business enterprises; it requires 

POLICY BRIEF 



2 

 

companies to pay their employees socially and economically acceptable wages. The living 

wage can be viewed as part of the solutions that the country could use to make currently non-

lucrative jobs more lucrative and improve the employment landscape in Swaziland. This is 

truer in the handicraft sector, which provides employment to a significant proportion of 

women, the elderly, and people living with disabilities in the rural sector of Swaziland. 

 

How was the study conducted? 

 
To quantify the living wage in Swaziland, the study used a market-based approach that sums 

expenditures related to a household’s requirements of minimum food, health, housing, 

transportation, and other necessities such as clothing and personal care items, etc. The basic 

living wage was derived by individually estimating food, housing, non-housing, and non-food 

costs. Primary data was collected through surveys administered in both rural and urban 

households in Swaziland. Handicraft sector employees (producers and support staff) were the 

primary respondents for the study. The overall living wage was calculated by adding all the 

different cost components. 

 

What did the study find? 

 
The study finds that Swazi urban households spend more on non-food and non-housing 

necessities while rural households spend more on food. The non-food and non-housing 

necessities’ expenditure for urban employees was found to be E2,227.34 per month, whereas 

for rural producers it was E2,216.70. Food costs added to E2,307 in rural areas and E1,384.20 

in urban areas per month. The difference in food costs between rural and urban households is 

due to the differences in household sizes (3 members for urban households and 5 for rural 

households).  

 

Cost of housing was calculated at an average of E1,215.82 per month (E815 for rent and 

E400.82 for utilities) in urban areas, while rural housing costs were E177.30 per month 

(E152.30 for utilities and E25 for home maintenance). The difference between rural and 

urban housing costs is explained by the fact that rural homesteads were assumed to be owned 

by their occupants (i.e. they do not pay rent or municipal costs), therefore only housing 

maintenance costs were factored in.  

 

For a rural worker with a family size of three, the estimated living wage is E3,076.29 while 

that of an urban worker with the same family size is E5,148. 69. The estimated living wage is 

dependent on the size of the workers’ households. For example, the living wage for a rural 

worker with a family of five people is E6,839.96 while for an urban employee with a family 

of five it is E8,208.71.  

 

While the computation of the living wage based on the size of the household is theoretically 

correct, handicraft enterprises are seldom interested in the size of the household of a 

prospective employee at the point of employment. Hence, there is a need to institute a 

standard living wage that cuts across all family sizes and geographic locations for handicraft 

workers. 

 

Recommendations 

 
Given the above findings, the study makes the following recommendations:  
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1. Introduce a standard living wage of E3,076.29 in both rural and urban areas for all 

handicraft workers.  

2. Consider gradually improving the living wage over time to ensure that it catches up 

with the quantified rates for the different household sizes.  

3. Enact measures and guidelines to enforce and strengthen the implementation of the 

estimated living wage amongst all regulated handicraft enterprises in Swaziland.  

4. Provide a platform for different agents to build capacities at the household level 

regarding the importance of family planning and maintaining small households, 

especially in rural areas where about 24% of the households have family sizes of eight 

people or more compared to 7% in urban areas.   
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