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01 DOES GEOGRAPHY MATTER?
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• South Africa has a wealth of households surveys: QLFS, GHS, Census, 

Community Survey, NIDS etc

• Firm-level and economic data is comparatively scarce:
• Economic indices from StatsSA: mostly at provincial level at very high level 

of aggregation
• Some labour force info from surveys – but rough/blunt measurement
• NO sub-municipal level data available anywhere

• Spatial economic data provided by commercial intermediaries: 
Neatly packaged, easy to use BUT paywalls, transparency/black box, 
Garbage-in-Garbage-out?

• Community survey 2016 AND Census 2022 NO LABOUR/ECONOMIC 
MODULE!

DATA GAP
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Poor understanding of even basic questions:

• What is the GDP of Johannesburg? How has this changed over time?

• How does job creation compare between metros, secondary cities and 
farming areas?

• Which industries have created the most jobs in each local municipality? And 
jobs for youth?

• What is the economic trajectory of Cape Towns CBD’s compared with other 
business districts?

DATA GAP cont.



SA survey data is problematic if pushed too far
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WHAT ABOUT ADMIN DATA?03
ADVANTAGES
• Accuracy: reduce recall bias / 

social stigma; greater accuracy
• Coverage/depth: reduce missing 

data or attrition; HUGE samples 
for fine-grained analysis

• Longitudinal: Flow over time -
regular tracking over long periods

• Cost-effective: already being 
collected

DISADVANTAGES
• Limited scope and flexibility: locked 

into what is collected; not purpose 
built

• Usability: data cleaning preparation 
time-intensive;  little professional 
acknowledgement 

• Access: sensitive info; legal 
implications; tension between ease of 
access and unmitigated risk
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Spatial economic data: ‘value chain’ : Breaking down silos; innovation, experimentation and data sharing

BREAKTHROUGH: MINING ADMIN TAX DATA

• Raw SARS records
• SARS Integrated Business Register: geo-coding, 

real time feeds, integration

PROCESSING

• Secure Data Centre: 
NT/SARS/UNU-WIDER

• Data spatialisation and 
assembly: SEAD-SA

OUTPUTS

• Spatial Tax Panel: open-
access

• Dissemination platforms 
e.g Easy data

• Metro depts: Strategic 
planning, Economic dev, 
etc

Partners: 
SARS, NT, 
StatssA Partners: NT-SDL, WIDER, HSRC Partners: Metros, SALGA, SACN,

digital content providers

INPUTS
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Timeline: Joint-up governance

2014
Secure Data Centre for tax analysis set up in NT headquarters, Pretoria –
NT, SARS and the UNU-WIDER ‘SA-TIED’ programme

Economies of Regions Learning Network (ERLN) – strong demand from 
metros for better spatial economic data

2014

2019 NT pilot study commissioned exploring feasibility of ‘spatialised’ tax data

2020
Spatial Economic Activity Data Strategy (SEADS) – Economic Census not 
feasible, need for a longer-term capability within the State

May 2021
NT Metro Spatialised Economic Data Reports – demonstrated value of 
spatial tax mining

July 2021 HSRC/NT formal partnership: build sustainable public capability
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Nov 2021
Internal spatial tax database released to metros – clear application, 
but uneven uptake

May 2022 Open access agreement – anonymised spatial tax panels freely available

June 2022
Scoping of SARS 'Integrated Business Register’ (IBR) – geo-coding, 
real-time feeds, new administrative sources

Nov 2022 Participatory planning workshop: Long-term vision – Metros, StatsSA, 
SARS, WIDER, NT, HSRC, private industry, academia

Feb 2023 HSRC/NT Tax Analysis Portal – www.spatialtaxdata.org.za

May 2023 HSRC/NT/FCDO partnership – consolidate tax panels, extend coverage 
beyond metros, start to explore new admin sources

June 2023 Official launch – Cities Economic Outlook 2023; expanded open access 
tax databases; portal expansions (curated dashboards)
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Creation of Spatial Tax Panel as a national asset05
• More than 100 open access databases
• Up-to-date information

• Released version 5.0 for 2024 tax year in Feb 
2025

• 10 year time series: 2014 - 2024
• Granular spatial data

• Coverage at provincial, district, municipal, and 
neighbourhood (hex) for metros

• Key themes
• Local industry (Very detailed 5 digit SIC!)

• EXAMPLE: Manu (1 digit) → Transport (2 
digit) → Ships&boats (3 digit) → 
Pleasure&sporting boats (5 digit) 

• Job creation and growth
• Equitable Economies

• Wages, gender, youth employment
• Transparent methodology
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Spatial Tax Panel v5.1 Overview

Spatial
Variables

Municipalities

Postal Codes

Uber H3 equal area 
hexagon (Disaggregating 

from Postal Codes)

Temporal 
Variables

Tax year (March -
February)

Currently 2014-2024

Output
Variables

Aggregation 
Variables

Employee Level

Gini Coefficients

Establishment Level

• Industry (SIC5 1-5 digit level)

• Wage Band 

• Age Group 

• Sex

• Immigration Status

• Youth Indicator

• Industry (SIC5 1-5 digit level) 

• Age Group (According to ILO age groups) and Youth

• Sex

• Industry (SIC5 1-2 digit level)

• Firm Size – SARS definition (based on Turnover and Current Assets)

• Establishment Size - Number of Employees

• Opened/Closed Firms (Year)

• Export/Import Firms

• Multi-Establishment Indicator

Median Income Level

Months 
(Only for employee level 

data) 

• Firm Size

• Establishment Size

• Opened/Closed 
Firms/Establishments

• Export/import Firms

• Multi-Establishment Indicator

National
(Provincial and District to be 

created for web tool)

06
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Spatial Tax Panel (STP) Limitations06
• Formal sector trends only... (Note: informal empl <20% in South Africa)
• Database is based on place of work (we’d like to add place of employees 

place of residence in the future)
• Longitudinal panel: Reporting starts in 2013/14 tax year when the PAYE 

submission became mandatory for all workers. V5.1 is up to 2023/24 
taxyear.

• Masking to protect anonymity on any observation with <10: becomes 
problematic in detailed cross-tabulations. e.g. hex by 5D sector by wage 
level by gender by age...

• General data noise: This is administrative data and sometimes suffers where 
a firm or employee completes a tax form incorrectly or is late in submitting 
their returns. But will get rectified as time goes on.





VIRTUOUS 
CYCLE

Admin Spatial 
Data Curation

Firm Interview and 
Survey Data Curation

Digital Dissemination 
and Diagnostics

Applied 
Research

Research-policy 
Community of Practice

Vision 2030: Theory of change

A self-reinforcing 
cycle of better data, 

sharing, learning 
and action

VISION

UK:FCDO partnership 

July 2023 – March 

2026. Green circles 

are actively funded.
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EXPLORE TAX DATA: www.spatialtaxdata.org.za08

Thanks to our 

tech partners!
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Make it accessible! Make it understandable!08
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08 Maintaining good levels of engagement

4,715 users on the portal over the last 12 months; 271 users who downloaded the raw databases 
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“...engagement with the web portal has stabilised compared with last year 
(when we had a high profile ministerial launch) while use of the raw data looks 
to exceed our expectations”
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Research: removing the guesswork from SMME M&E09

1. What is the contribution of small business to the economy? 

2. What explains the different levels of entrepreneurship 
between municipalities? 

3. Which segments/sectors have created the most 
opportunities for small business
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Figure 1: Total establishments and employment by firm size, 2019/20



Research: Green Jobs Research Partnership (AFD-SALDRU)
Where are local municipal impacts (emissions vs green jobs) 



Practical use and application in govt....10



Different City Spatial Specializations in South Africa – by Dominant Sector Employer per area

Sector

Manufacturing

Financial & Professional 
Business Services

Wholesale and Retail 
Trade

Construction

Transport and Storage

Community & Social 
Services

Agriculture, Forestry 
and Fishing

DURBAN / eTHEKWINI– Financial & 
Professional Business Services

CAPE TOWN – Wholesale and Retail 
Trade

Source: The Durban EDGE, 2022 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7l3-_C4uh2g&list=WL&index=1



Circular 88 reporting: from outputs to outcomes...



Multipliers of an open access approach to data...
News media
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Where to next for admin data in South Africa?11
...Mzansi Xchange
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Concluding remarks

• Slowly but surely: start small, build trust, 
deliver real value on a realistic workload

• Joined-up governance: SEAD-SA as a 
collective brand; understanding the value 
chain

• Finding champions: energy, passion, 
impact

• Flexible and responsive: demand-led from 
end-users; adapt as we go

Lessons Limitations

• Data is necessary but not sufficient: a lot 
of work to translate into tangible outcomes

• Technical expertise: CPT and ETH front 
runners

• Legal and bureaucratic hurdles: delays in 
accessing geo-coded data; questions about 
suburb layers

• Wider institutional reforms: need further 
integration across multiple sources

12



THANK YOU 
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