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Inequality within Canada & South Africa 

Intro: Sustainable Development Goals 
In this month’s Youth Voices in Development, I will discuss the UN’s Sustainable Development 

Goal 10, which is to reduce inequality within and among countries.  Canada and South Africa 1

have similar experiences with British colonialism in the 19th and 20th centuries, which has 

shaped the respective countries’ pasts and present. As a Junior Analyst at Indian and Northern 

Affairs Canada (INAC), I visited rural reserves and observed the stark differences in living 

standards between these isolated First Nation reserves and that of the average Canadian. 

Similarly, in South Africa, the living standards between those who live in townships and those 

who live in suburbs are immensely different. Due to the colonial legacies of both countries, 

the challenges of implementing Goal 10 in the disadvantaged communities are similar due to 

the systemic and institutionalized marginalization that they have endured by the Canadian 

and South African government. 

Experience in Canada 
At INAC I worked with Federal and Provincial negotiators and First Nations leaders to create 

treaties under the BC treaty process. Most of the meetings would be held on the First Nations’ 

reserve to promote transparency and trust within the community. Through my experiences on 

the reserves, I realized the reserves of First Nations’ groups are unequal. The First Nations 

that have reserves within the lower mainland of Vancouver are much more developed than 

those who have reserves in rural areas. For example, I once attended a meeting with Tsleil-

Waututh Nation (TWN), who reside in North Vancouver. The meeting was held in a brand new 

community centre. TWN has many business ventures, such as a golf centre, a general store, 

wind power generation, and a real estate venture. Being situated in an urban centre has 

helped it develop economically, and it has condos on its reserve. Although TWN is doing very 

well for itself, systemic inequalities still persists as the value of their condos are lower than 

other condos in the area because they are on reserve land. This reinforces the idea that the 

TWN condos are lower quality because it is on First Nation property. Esk’etemc (Esket First 

Nations), on the other hand is drastically different. Instead of condos, many people in the 

community live in portables. The First Nations’ reserve is in Williams Lake, a small town in 

British Columbia. Due to its location and lack of viable resources on its reserves and areas of 

interests, it would be challenging to create full-time, permanent jobs in the community. It is 
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unfortunate that due to their isolated locations, some First Nations groups have subpar living 

standards in comparison to other Canadians. 

Experience in South Africa 
In South Africa I live in a suburb of Pietermaritzburg where the homes are beautiful and the 

properties are huge. Often times, the properties are so big that there are multiple housing 

units that would be rented out. For example, I live in one out of five housing units on my 

landlord’s property. As we drive closer to Slangspruit every morning, the homes become less 

grand and grow more crowded. Although there are some townships are well-developed with 

modern homes, the homes in Slangspruit are worn down. Many of the homes are small, have 

tin roofs and broken fences. Approximately 50% of South Africa’s urban population lives in 

townships and informal settlements.   Nearly 60% of unemployed South Africans live in these 2

areas.  Some economic characteristics of South African townships are “joblessness, uneven 3

access to basic public services, and overwhelming levels of crime and violence.”  The unequal 4

living standards between rich South Africans and those who live in the townships are quite 

stark, and there needs to be change in public policy to guarantee access to basic services, 

education, and employment. 

Parallels, Challenges & Solutions 
One strong parallel between Canada and South Africa is how the First Nations people and the 

black South Africans have been systemically disadvantaged by their respective governments. 

The Canadian government, through the Indian Act, designated specific areas of land that the 

First Nations people can reside in. Similarly, during apartheid, black South Africans were 

required to live in the “dormitory-style townships that were built as far away as possible from 

economic city centers.”  Post-apartheid development policies were not any better, as the new 5

townships that were being developed were as far as or further than the original apartheid 

townships.  These unequal standards of living lead to unequal access to basic needs, such as 6

access to clean water.  
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Both First Nation Communities and township communities have limited access to clean water. 

In Canada, there have been unsafe drinking water advisories for 85 First Nations reserves. 

Many of these advisories have been in effect for years, sometimes even decades.  In 7

Pietermaritzburg, South Africa, taps are shut off in the townships during the drought to 

conserve water, but not in my home at Scottsville. The reasoning is because the people in the 

suburbs pay for the water, but the people in the townships do not, and the municipal 

government decided that they would shut off the taps in the townships first since they are not 

paying for the service. This leaves many people in these communities struggling to gain access 

to water for drinking and cleaning, which is a basic need that most Canadians and richer 

South Africans receive. 

Even though Canada is one of the richest countries in the world, there is still inequality within 

it. Due to the remoteness of some First Nations’ communities, they have limited access to 

basic services that all Canadians should receive. South Africa faces similar issues, but the goal 

of reducing inequality within it would be more difficult due to the high number of people 

living in townships and informal settlements.  To address these inequalities, there needs to be 

good governance and cooperation at the federal, provincial, and local levels. The 

governments could provide grants and funding for local organizations and working groups to 

achieve specific objectives.  It needs to be a priority of the Canadian and South African 

governments to address these issues to ensure that all their citizens have easy access to basic 

services.   
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