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INTRODUCTION
It’s a Lifeline But It’s Not Enough: The Covid-19
Social Relief of Distress Grant, Basic Income
Support, and Social Protection in South Africa
emerges as the Covid-19 pandemic moves
into its third year; a period of unprecedented
change both globally and in South Africa. It
is a time of global crisis, characterised by the
ongoing impact of the coronavirus pandemic,
the destabilising effects of global conflicts,
growing evidence of the effects of the climate
crisis, and the likelihood of increased hunger.
This historical moment has also exposed social
and economic structural inequalities, leading
to innovations and interventions that have the
potential to shape the future profoundly.
In the South African context, one which is

characterised by the highest levels of social
and economic inequality in the world, the
Covid-19 pandemic has exposed the scale of
social issues in such a way that they can no
longer be ignored. The introduction in 2020
of the Covid-19 Social Relief of Distress Grant
(SRDG) for people aged between the ages of
18 and 59 with no or little income is a broader
social protection innovation than this country
has ever seen.
This report is the culmination of an analysis of the
policy framework and delivery systems that have
framed the establishment of this grant, as well
as a research study comprising interviews with
SRDG applicants to assess the impact of both
successful and unsuccessful application processes,
particularly for women and young people.

The effectiveness of the SRDG in alleviating hunger and extreme
poverty has reignited calls by Black Sash amongst others for the state
to consider a permanent system of Basic Income Support for those
aged between 18 and 59, with little or no income, who were previously
excluded from the social assistance system.

However, as our findings and recommendations
outline, a permanent form of Basic Income
Support (BIS) needs to be one element of a
broader social protection floor, in order to realise
a more just and equitable society in South Africa.
This report also highlights how conversations
about BIS appear to predominantly emphasise
poverty alleviation and curbing political instability.

‘While this is important, an analysis of the
diversity of experiences of the Covid-19 pandemic
on distinct social groups is needed, to ensure
that generalised approaches to policy-making
intended to assist certain marginalised groups
in South African society do not actually end up
reinforcing the exclusion of others, particularly
black women and youth’.

The publication of this report coincides with the lifting of the State of Disaster proclamation
of 2020, and major changes to the regulations governing the administration of the SRDG by
SASSA. All previous recipients of the grant need to reapply online as of 22 April 2022, and have
to navigate a far more complex application process than previously; including being asked to
provide identity numbers of parents, partners and spouses. The screening of applications has
been changed as well - the eligibility threshold has been dropped, meaning anyone earning
more than R350 a month no longer qualifies for the SRDG.
The findings and recommendations of this report highlight the dire levels of hunger and
poverty that people are living with. These new measures will only exacerbate this. They also
deepen and extend the fundamentally exclusionary nature of social assistance in South Africa.
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Administration and Delivery of the SRDG

FINDINGS
The SRDG has brought some economic relief for
those with no or little income, and has enhanced
the economic independence of women.
The amount of R350 per month is inadequate to
meet a person’s basic needs, much less enable
them to thrive.
The cost of data and problems with poor
connectivity in remote areas make accessing the
grant difficult for people in peri-urban and rural
areas.

Summary of Findings
and Recommendations
The Policy Framework

FINDINGS
In post-1994 democratic South Africa,
the phenomena of poverty and inequality
remain raced and gendered.
An intervention such as the SRDG has
been calculated based on quantum, rather
than prioritising the needs of those most
affected by poverty and inequality particularly black women.
The SRDG’s primary goal is to provide an
economic safety net in the face of dire
need, rather than to address ongoing
systemic inequalities.

Recommendations
The introduction of a BIS needs to be
the first step in an incremental process
of expanding social protection in South
Africa.
Over time, social protection measures
in South Africa need to move beyond
primarily being economic safety nets
and focus on enabling well-being for all
who live here.
Food security, health, housing and
psychosocial issues need to be seen as
part of an expanded social protection
system.

The current system of social assistance
in South Africa has not addressed the
country’s inherited racialised and gendered
political, social, and economic systems.
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Longstanding systemic and administrative issues
continue to create problems for SRDG applicants,
such as outdated databases (particularly UIF),
erratic payments, lack of information regarding
eligibility and appeals, English being the only
language used on the platform, and poor network
connectivity at South African Post Office (SAPO)
branches, causing delays and inconvenience.
Accessing cash payments of grants at SAPO
branches continues to be inefficient, costly, timeconsuming, and very stressful for SRDG applicants.
However, requesting that payments be made into
bank accounts is also costly due to bank charges
and fees.
The trend of people having to pay bribes to keep
their place in queues outside SAPO branches is
widespread across the country, compromising
people’s safety(especially women) and their right
to receive the full value of their grant.
Unauthorised applications such as the MOYA app
are being used to access SRDG platforms, possibly
placing their security at risk.
People who are eligible for the SRDG have given
up trying to apply or appeal rejections, due to a
lack of information and general levels of frustration
with the challenges the system presents.
★SRDG beneficiaries face additional hardship
and strain due to the food security, health, and
psychosocial challenges brought about by the
Covid-19 pandemic, which the SRDG does not
provide enough support for them to address.
Asylum seekers and special permit holders
continue to face systemic challenges when trying
to access the SRDG.

Recommendations
The SRDG needs to continue as
an interim measure.
A permanent form of Basic
Income Support (BIS) needs to
be developed, that is in line with
the Food Poverty Line as a basic
minimum.
A hybrid digital and in-person
application, appeals, and support
system needs to be introduced.
The application, appeals, and
support system needs to be
available in more languages than
only English.
SAPO staff need to be educated
about the payment of SRDGs
to asylum seekers and special
permit holders.

Recommendations
in the Light of Changes
to the SRDG Regulations
in April 2022
A comprehensive and clear
communication system is needed to
provide an urgent update on the status
of Social Relief of Distress Grants from
April 2022 onwards, including:
• The eligibility of Caregivers to
continue receiving the SRDG
• Extensive public announcements
and information about how to
apply for the SRDG on the new
system.
• Clarity on whether the sections
requiring the Identity Numbers
of family members are compliant
with the Protection of Personal
Infomation Act, and are required for
an application to be approved.
Clarity as to how Basic Income
Support will be provided to the
most vulnerable, including SRDG
beneficiaries, immediately following
the expiry of the current SRDG in
March 2023.
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1. CONTEXT

the SRD grant but not the Caregivers’ grant.

an adequate social protection floor.

On 30 October 2020, Black Sash and the Centre
for Applied Legal Studies at Wits University
(CALS) challenged this discrepancy in an urgent
court order. While the case was struck from the
role, it played a significant role in galvanising
support for appeals for the Caregivers’ grant to
be extended.

Section 27 in the South African Constitution
makes provision for social security for everyone,
“including appropriate social assistance if they
are unable to support themselves”. Section 27
also provides for access to health care services,
including reproductive health care, and access
to sufficient food and water, which read together
provides for comprehensive social protection.
In addition, the South African government has
a constitutional and an international obligation,
as a signatory to the International Covenant on
Social Economic and Cultural Rights, to provide
social security. Income support is provided to
+18 million of the most vulnerable: the elderly,
children and people with disabilities. However,
able-bodied persons aged 18 to 59 with no or little
income impacted by structural unemployment,
inequality and poverty have previously been
excluded from social assistance provisions.

At the end of April 2021, the SRDG came to an end.
In July 2021, President Ramaphosa announced
that the SRDG was to be reintroduced until
March 2022, and that Caregivers receiving CSGs
on behalf of children would also be eligible for
the SRDG of R350 a month. In February 2022,
the grant was extended until the end of April
2023 - including Caregivers.

1.1 The Covid-19 Pandemic and Social Assistance
The emergence of the Covid-19 pandemic in
early 2020 led to President Cyril Ramaphosa
promulgating a national disaster in South Africa
on 15 March 2020.
The country went into Stage 5 lockdown on
26 March 2020, to curb the spread of the
coronavirus. The Covid-19 pandemic is a global
economic and humanitarian crisis.
Government’s management of the Social Relief
of Distress (SRD) programme, particularly the
distribution of food parcels, was inadequate to
meet the needs of the millions who were without
other sources of food. Reports of corruption by
officials, suppliers, and ward councillors involved
in the food parcel supply chain were also rife.
In April 2020, government introduced a Social
Relief of Distress package to the value of R50
billion, but the Minister of Finance later reduced
this to R42 billion. The package made provision
for the COVID-19 Social Relief of Distress Grant
(SRDG) of R350 per month for six months for
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the unemployed only, effective from May to
October 2020.
In addition, most grants benefitted from a
monthly top-up of R250 for six months. The
Child Support Grant was increased by R300 per
child for the month of May only. From June to
October, Caregivers received a grant of R500
per month for five months as recipients of the
Child Support Grant (CSG), irrespective of the
number of children in their care.
Refugees, asylum seekers and holders of
special permits were initially excluded from
announcements regarding their eligibility for the
SRDG.
On 15 October 2020, President Ramaphosa
announced that the SRDG would be extended
for three months, to the end of January 2021.
He did not specify whether the CSG Caregivers’
top-up grant would be included. In his Midterm Budget Speech on 28 October 2020, the
Minister of Finance confirmed the extension of
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On 4 April 2022, President Ramaphosa lifted
the State of Disaster proclamation that had
been in place for 750 days. He indicated that the
SRDG would continue. However, the following
week, SASSA confirmed reports that the SRDG
application platforms were no longer functioning
and that April payments for the SRDG have been
delayed until an appropriate legal framework
could be put in place in order for the SRDG
to be reinstated. On 22 April 2022, SASSA
announced that the SRDG would be governed
by new regulations as a result of the lifting of
the State of Disaster and that the application
process for the SRDG would begin from scratch
on 23 April 2022. Under these new regulations,
one of the key eligibility means-testing criteria
was dropped from the food poverty line amount
of R624 to R350. The implication is that any
income of more than R350 from any source in an
applicant’s bank account will result in a rejected
application. In addition, the application process
has become far more complex and onerous for
applicants than before - including requiring
the Identity Numbers of parents, partners, and
spouses, as well as detailed personal information
about the applicant.

The SRDG is unprecedented as an intervention
aimed at providing at least some form of
social assistance for the 18 to 59 age group. It
is also arguably the beginning of some form of
permanent basic income support for those with
no or little income.

The primary implication of these announcements
is that the number of successful applications
will be reduced. This might mean that the
Department of Social Development will be able
to stay within its budget for the year, but it will
also mean that even more families will go hungry,
poverty levels will increase and the well-being of
people living in South Africa will diminish. These
new developments only serve to highlight how
problematic it is to manage a social protection
system on the basis of economics and quantum,
rather than the constitutional rights of people to
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1.2 The Impact of the Covid-19 Pandemic

43,2%
of the world’s workingage women were
employed in 2021

68,6%
of working-age men
were employed in 2021

The Covid-19 pandemic has affected men and women
differently, exacerbating the visibility of existing economic
and social fault lines throughout the world, and reinforcing
the endemic fragility of market economies in the global
north and south. Gender inequality in the workplace has
worsened, with women disproportionately exposed to job
and income loss. This is largely because women dominate
the sectors that were hardest hit by state restrictions
imposed to curb the pandemic, including the informal
economy and performing unpaid care labour (ILO, 2021a).
According to the International Labour Organisation (ILO),
only 43,2% of the world’s working-age women were
employed in 2021, in comparison to 68,6% of workingage men. Women have also had limited access to social
protection and have endured an upsurge in gender-based
violence and harassment, making it difficult to access and
retain employment. Performing care work in the health,
social work, and essential services sectors, has also placed
the lives of women at risk; while the increased burden

South Africa’s comprehensive, state-financed, constitutionally protected,
and widely accessible, social protection system situates the country in a
unique position in relation to the rest of the African continent. Although
many African governments have implemented various forms of social
protection benefits to counter the effects of the pandemic, social
protection expenditure on the African continent constitutes less than 5%
of its gross domestic product (ILO, 2021b).

of unpaid care work in the home in the absence of wage
subsidies has resulted in employed women either reducing
paid working hours or extending their total working hours
to unsustainable levels ILO (2021a).
South
Africa’s
comprehensive,
state-financed,
constitutionally protected, and widely accessible, social
protection system situates the country in a unique position
in relation to the rest of the African continent. Although
many African governments have implemented various
forms of social protection benefits to counter the effects of
the pandemic, social protection expenditure on the African
continent constitutes less than 5% of its gross domestic
product (GDP) ILO (2021b).
Since March 2020, when South Africa implemented
various restrictive lockdown measures aimed to curb the
rapid spread of the virus, the gender gap in the formal
and informal economy has grown; while women have also
assumed additional childcare responsibilities due to the
closure of childcare facilities, significantly impacting on
their ability to assume paid work opportunities. During the
initial ‘hard lockdown’ period in early 2020, where business
activity was largely suspended except for the production
of essential goods and services predominantly in the
food, medical and security sectors, women accounted for
approximately two-thirds of the country’s net 3 million
job losses (Casale and Posel, 2020; Casale and Shepherd,
2021).
To make matters worse, women and girls found themselves
exposed to higher risk of domestic violence during
lockdowns instituted to reduce the spread of Covid-19, a time
when they had very limited access to adequate institutional
responses. One week into the hard lockdown, more than
2 000 complaints were registered with the police through its
domestic violence hotline, estimated to be 37% higher than
the weekly average of 87 290 cases of domestic violence
reported to the police in 2019, thus further exacerbating the
vulnerability of women during uncertain economic times
(Sonke Gender Justice, 2020; Matthews, 2020).
In addition, and as a country situated on the world’s most
youthful continent demographically, with Africa projected to
represent about one-third of the global youth labour force
by 2030 (Munyati, 2020), South Africa’s inability to absorb
its youth1 into the formal economy, coupled with its lack
of welfare support and social safety nets, is of increasing
concern. Youth unemployment is arguably a key driver of
social and political instability in the region, and alongside
deepening socio-economic inequalities and corruption, the
persistent lack of employment opportunities exacerbated by
the Covid-19 pandemic also poses a threat to the country’s
national security, as evidenced by the increasing intensity
of violent civil unrest (Azeng and Yogo, 2013; Vhumbunu,
2021). The impact of various lockdown measures on young
people – such as the closures of education and training
institutions, limitations of movement on physical and mental
health, restricted access to public services including sexual

d
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2000 domestic
violence
complaints
were registered with the
police hotline in the first
week of lockdown.

37% higher
than the weekly average of
87 290 cases of domestic
violence reported to the
police in 2019

...as a country situated
on the world’s most
youthful continent
demographically, with
Africa projected to
represent about onethird of the global youth
labour force by 2030
(Munyati, 2020), South
Africa’s inability to
absorb its youth into the
formal economy, coupled
with its lack of welfare
support and social safety
nets, is of increasing
concern.
1
In South Africa, ‘youth’ consists of those
aged 15-34, and includes young people
who have completed compulsory schooling
(StatsSA, 2021b).
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and reproductive health, endemic food insecurity,
and the notable increase in domestic and genderbased violence – has yet to be fully assessed or
understood (Southern Africa Trust, 2021).
In an attempt to mitigate the impact of economic
devastation caused by the pandemic, the South
African government implemented the Covid-19
Social Relief of Distress Grant (SRDG). However,
the ‘burden of care’ that is carried by poor, black,
African women became invisible in the way the
SRDG was set up. By adopting a generalised
approach to Covid-19 relief measures that are
sporadically implemented, with insufficient
consideration of the impact of the Covid-19
pandemic on distinct social groups, the state
has arguably reinforced the structural exclusion
experienced by black African women who have
been stereotyped as caregivers within the social
protection system.

12

The extension of the network of those eligible
for the SRDG from October 2021 to include
Caregivers (who are predominantly women), was
welcomed by the Black Sash. However, further
legislation and policy reform needs to focus
on structural inequalities beyond Caregivers
(who are predominantly black women) now
receiving R350 a month; there needs to be a
rigorous consideration of a transformative social
protection system that addresses the structural
inequalities that impact more on black women
than any other sector of society. Increasingly a
purely economic approach to poverty alleviation
recognises that an increase in income does not
equal a dignified quality of life. Social protection
measures need to shift beyond a narrow
monetary approach to poverty alleviation to
become expansive and promote the capabilities
and well-being of citizens and non-citizens in
South Africa.
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2. Findings and Recommendations
2.1 The Policy Framework
The formal abolition of apartheid in 1994
ushered in the advent of a constitutional
democracy founded on the redistributive
principles of dignity, equality and social justice,
which were to be achieved, inter alia, through
the collective realisation of civil, political and
socio-economic rights. The conceptualisation
of social security within this constitutional
democratic framework encompasses all forms
of social protection and applies to all residents,
including non-citizens.
However, the combined contextual imperatives
of poverty, unemployment, joblessness, and
the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic mean
that definitions of social security - and social
protection - need clarification.
The International Labour Organisation defines
social security (which includes both social
assistance and social insurance) as a form of
social protection, which includes access to
income security (ILO, 2019). Meanwhile, the
World Bank defines social protection more
broadly as a means to assist individuals and
families who are poor and vulnerable to cope
with financial crises and shocks, secure jobs,
invest in health and education, and protect the
elderly (World Bank, 2019).
South African laws broadly follow the ILO
definitions of social security, but currently

separate out the regulation and administration
of social assistance (i.e. social grants and social
relief of distress) and social insurance (UIF,
Compensation for Occupational Injuries and
Diseases Act (COIDA), Road Accident Fund
(RAF), and private pension funds).
The Covid-19 context and the introduction of
the SRDG, have demonstrated some of the
implications of regulating social security and
social assistance separately. SRDG applicants
are excluded from accessing the SRDG if they
are registered on the system for UIF, for example.
Quite apart from the challenges of outdated
UIF databases being used to assess SRDG
applications, it also needs to be recognised that
receiving UIF is dependent on the employer
registering employees - which was a challenge
in the early days of the Covid-19 pandemic,
and remains a challenge to regulate. And, in a
context of wage exploitation, the value of any
UIF payments may be insufficient to provide for
people’s needs. Also, the UIF system only serves
an employed minority, meaning that accessing
UIF becomes elitist rather than inclusive.

Within this framework, social assistance
such as the SRDG is a form of “economic
protection”, which provides a safety net. This
‘safety net’ approach to economic rather than
social protection serves as a bandage intended
to alleviate the extremes of poverty and
unemployment. It focuses on the symptoms
of an exploitative capitalist economy, but does
not address structural inequality and does not
necessarily prioritise - or provide for - ‘the
quality of life’ and well-being of all who live in
the country (Devereaux and Sabates-Wheeler,
2004).
South Africa’s fragmented approach to social
security and social assistance finds its origins in
its apartheid past, which excluded the majority
of its population from its publicly-financed
system of social protection and placed racist
limitations on the private sector’s distribution
of labour benefits. Pre-1994 social insurance
excluded all black African workers, including
informal sector workers, agricultural labourers,
seasonal workers, domestic workers and state
employees (Plagerson and Ulriksen, 2016).
In post-1994 democratic South Africa, the
phenomena of poverty and inequality remain
raced and gendered, where particularly young
Black women continue to endure perilous lived
realities in a society that has been declared by

the World Bank as one of the most unequal in
the world (World Bank, 2022).
The structural inequalities that the democratic
state has inherited, and which social protection
measures seek to address, have subsequently
been reinforced - particularly as they relate
to gender, race, class, and age (Taylor, 2000;
Hassim 2006; Patel, 2019; Matthews, 2020).

The Covid-19 pandemic has
highlighted questions about
how South Africa begins
to shift both the policy and
practice of social protection,
so that the majority of South
Africans can be afforded
the full benefit of their
constitutional rights.
This requires that the concept of social
protection be expanded to include a
transformative and just purpose, beyond the
country’s inherited racialised and gendered
political, social, and economic systems.

Concepts such as social security and social
protection need clarification, in order for
the policy frameworks which guide their
implementation to be more closely aligned
with the South African Constitution’s stated
principles.

SOCIAL PROTECTION HAS BEEN DEFINED AS A SET OF BOTH FORMAL AND INFORMAL
INITIATIVES THAT PROVIDE (Devereaux and Sabates-Wheeler, 2004):

1
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2

3

4

social
assistance

social
services

social
insurance

social
equity

to extremely poor
individuals and
households;

to groups who need
special care or would
otherwise be denied
access to basic
services;

to protect people
against the risks
and consequences
of livelihood shocks;
and

to protect people
against social
risks such as
discrimination or
abuse.
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2.2 Social Protection and Gender
Official statistics released by Statistics
South Africa have consistently exposed the
racialised and gendered nature of the country’s
socio-economic landscape. In 2022, South
Africa’s total population increased to 60,1
million people (StatsSA, 2022). The racialised

dimension of inequality in the country has
seen white South Africans improving their
economic status in post-1994 South Africa,
while a disproportionate number of black South
Africans, and predominantly black women,
remain poor (Farouk and Leibrandt, 2018).

In 2021, the official unemployment
rate for women in South Africa was
37,3 % compared to 32,9% for men.

Official Unemployment Rates for Women in South Africa (StatsSA, 2021a)

41,5%
25,2%

Black African
Women
Indian
Women

9,9%
29,1%

White
Women
Coloured
Women

Poverty and unemployment in South Africa further
disproportionately affect its younger demographic.

This means that black women are the ‘most’
unemployed, as well as being the most
prominent beneficiaries of the social assistance
grant system - often in their role as caregivers.
While the social assistance grant system
provides an important safety net by providing
at least some measure of economic protection,
the policy framework that guides social security
arguably perpetuates structural inequality and
injustice rather than addressing it.
Although post-1994 targeting measures have
aimed to provide some form of inclusive
reprieve for black women on the margins
of society, such measures are centred on
fiscal restraint through means testing and
assumptions about the ‘deserving poor’
being eligible to qualify for associated social
protection benefits (Lister, 2003). There is
no doubt that South Africa’s child support,
disability and old age pension grants have
provided lifesaving income support for poor
intergenerational households (Lund, 2006b;
Patel, 2019). However, tensions emerge when
grants targeted at particularly vulnerable
groups become a primary source of income
for their caregivers and other household
members (Lister, 2003; Seekings, 2020).
The conversion of the SRDG to a permanent
form of BIS for those between the ages of 18
and 59 with no or little income will go some way
towards providing a level of economic protection.
Important as this may be, it will not be enough
to shift South Africa beyond the shackles of
historical systemic violence and inequality.

A narrow focus on social
assistance as a safety net
through providing economic
protection is insufficient.
Definitions of social
protection need to act as a
catalyst for transformation
beyond only economic
provision, towards enabling
all who live in South Africa
to thrive.
The realisation of the Bill of Rights through
transformative social protection will move us
toward the well-being of all who live in South
Africa. We acknowledge that a permanent
form of BIS is necessary as it forms a key
component of a social protection floor. But
we also want to indicate that doing so is just
the beginning of developing a transformative
social protection system. A transformative
social protection floor lens comprises an
integrative approach that will respond to
health (physical, mental and social), housing
(sanitation, safety and security), transport,
and violence (particularly GBV) and that will
promote individual, household, and communal
well-being.

Youth aged 15-34 account for 59,5% of the total number of the country’s officially
unemployed persons, the majority of whom are young black African women
(StatsSA, 2021b).

The racialised and gendered nature of the
country’s labour market, in addition to the
sexual division of labour in households, has
reinforced black women’s dependence on the
state and broader society. This dependence
is embedded in the conceptualisation
and differentiated administration of social
protection, and therefore remains a site of
struggle and resistance (Lister, 2003; Taylor,
2015). Indeed, in South Africa, women have
been central to social policy reform because of
how the intersectional responsibilities flowing
from the foundations of colonialism and later
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apartheid directly impacted on them (Hassim,
2018; Matthews, 2020). The challenge we face
is how to lift and remove these intersectional
forms of dependence, to enable well-being
rather than survival.
Reflecting the intersection of race, gender, class
and age inequalities, female-headed households
have been the predominant beneficiaries of the
country’s social protection system compared
to men, largely in the form of social assistance
grants (Department of Women, 2015).
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2.3 Interviews with Covid Grant Applicants
In the course of this research, 19 SRDG
applicants were interviewed telephonically by
members of the Human Sciences Research
Council’s (HSRC’s) Centre for CommunityBased Research, as part of a longitudinal study
titled “Life during lockdown: A mixed methods
exploration of South African’s perceptions of
COVID-19 and experiences of lockdown” which
has been given ethical clearance by the HSRC.
A total of 19 participants were interviewed,
including 13 females and 6 males, and the
majority lived with children in the household
(n=17). All interviews were audio-recorded with
permission from the research participants and
subsequently transcribed and translated where
required. Thematic analysis was used to explore
the participants’ experiences, supported by
Atlas ti software2. Given the in-depth nature of
this study, our initial coding yielded 223 codes,
which were subsequently thematised. These
themes are presented below.

For this project, Black Sash has built on its tried
and tested Community Based Monitoring model
of using case studies as evidence of the impact
of social grant systems, as well as recent casestudy based research work focusing on issues
related to social security (i.e. reckless lending
to grant recipients, the impact of the Covid
SRD Grant, and Children, Social Assistance
and Food Security). This qualitative method
draws on the themes emerging from detailed
insights provided by research participants for
its analysis, rather than basing findings on the
scale or volume of data that has been gathered.

The following table provides a
breakdown of the age, gender and
geographical location of the research
participants:3
Age

Community/
Province

Females 18-34 years
31

Female

Limpopo

32

Female

North West

22

Female

North West

27

Female

Gauteng

24

Female

Snathing

33

Female

North West

25

Female

Zayeka (KZN)

Males 18-34 years

STUDY PROCESSES
Participant
recruitment

Gender

24

Male

Smero (KZN)

31

Male

Free State, Bloemfontein

30

Male

Gauteng

Female 35-59 years
N=19, 13 Females
and 6 Males

Telephone interviews
conducted

All participants

Transcription
and translation

19 Transcripts
generated

43

Female

North West

40

Female

Gauteng

37

Female

Caluza

56

Female

Snathing (KZN)

48

Female

KZN

38

Female

FS

Male 35-59 years

Data coding
and analyses

223 Initial (open)
codes developed

Categorising
core themes

Impact of the pandemic
Accessing food parcels
Social relief of distress grant

39

Male

Smero (KZN)

49

Male

Smero (KZN)

44

Male

KZN

The research participants included people
who had been employed prior to the Covid-19
pandemic in both formal and informal sectors,
people living in both rural and urban contexts, and
people with a range of educational experience including seven with tertiary qualifications.
Thirteen of the research participants were
SRDG recipients at the time of the study.

2
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ATLAS.ti is a computer programme used in qualitative research or qualitative data analysis.
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Eleven participants indicated that they were
Caregivers who received the Child Support
Grant (CSG) on behalf of children in their care,
and six participants received both the SRDG
and CSG.
Additionally, five participants had up to one
other family member in their household who
received the SRDG.

Topic guide for the interviews can be found in Appendix 1.
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Interview Coding: Themes
In the software-based coding process, the following prominent themes arose:

1. The Economic Impact of the Covid-19 Pandemic
Economic deprivation was the most frequent issue
highlighted by research participants, where many
described experiences of becoming unemployed
or losing their primary source of income during the
Covid-19 pandemic. For example, when asked about their
employment status before the pandemic, the majority
of the participants had some form of income including
formal or part-time employment (n=10) or informal
entrepreneurial jobs like ‘selling things’ (a vendor) (n=7).

While only five participants reported having been
unemployed prior to the pandemic, employment
rates during the Covid-19 pandemic more than
doubled (n=12). The definition of employment
included both formal and informal forms of income
generation, with most women who were interviewed
indicating that they were able to keep some form of
small informal business going during the pandemicrelated lockdowns.

2. Hunger and Lack of Food Security
Research participants’ consumption of food changed
during the lockdown, as a result of economic
deprivation. Many participants (n=8) reported that
they, and other members of their families, needed to
skip meals during the lockdown because ‘the food
was not enough’ (P7, F). Additionally, more than
half of the participants (n=11) needed to borrow
money for food from family, friends, loan sharks4 or
neighbours.5
About half of the participants (n=10) applied to
government agencies for food parcels but only two
participants reported having received a food parcel.

There appeared to be some controversy around
the SASSA food parcels where some participants
described it as ‘a scam’ (P17, F) while another
participant described her experience with a ‘fake link’
that was circulating which directed people to a fake
website that charged R7 per day in airtime costs.
Many research participants indicated that there was
insufficient information available on how to apply for
food vouchers and who was eligible to apply. This led
to people being vulnerable to scams, because they
did not know whether the little information they were
receiving was sufficient.

“[The] information of applying for the food parcels was not visible. We did not have that information
of applying; on where you can apply for the food parcels. … I once went to our counsellor [and] the
ward committee asking them on how we get food parcels. They told me that the food parcels that
they have are for the orphans only. They do not have for my age group. So, we did not know where to
go. […] I went from pillar to post asking people on how others get them. Or maybe in my community
it was based for the orphans and elderly people only? For the young people there was no way of
getting them” (P 17, F)

In addition to the importance of accurate information
on how to apply, some participants also felt
disappointed by the lack of support they received
from their local political and community leaders
regarding the food parcels. There appeared to be
high levels of mistrust in local leaders to support local
community members to access the support they
required.

This is a colloquial term for money lenders.
This corroborates the findings of the Black Sash research report into child nutrition during the Covid-19 pandemic - see
Children, Social Assistance and Food Security – A Research Report http://www.blacksash.org.za/images/Report/0606_
BS_-_Children_Social_Assistance_and_Food_Security_Research_Report_V15.pdf .
4
5
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3. Accessing the Social Relief of Distress Grant
3.1. Impact: “It has brought that little difference”
Despite the limitations and challenges surrounding the SRDG, research participants expressed general
appreciation for the financial assistance the grant provided. Participants were able to purchase food and “buy
the basics” (P7, F) for their families.

“My life is better because, when I get the money, I can take it out, buy food, and I feel happy
because I don’t have to beg or ask anyone else who has more than me” (P21, F).

The SRDG not only provided financial assistance but also allowed participants a sense of dignity as they were able
to contribute to the livelihoods of their families.
In all, the SRDG had a positive impact on the lives of recipients where many (n=10) agreed that “the grant has
really helped” (P22, F). This said, some participants also recognised that the designated amount of R350 was
insufficient to cover their monthly needs.

“It has changed, this money helps a lot! There is no such [thing] as ‘little money’. From what
I have learnt it is better than zero-zero. I appreciate it! I cannot say it is too little because it
does make a difference. Imagine not having money to even buy sanitary pads; you have to
ask. Imagine those who do not have anyone to ask, I really appreciate it.” (P8, F)
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3.3. Receiving the SRDG
“[It] has brought that little difference […] I am able to buy the basics [but] I could not buy
soap [or] washing powder” (P7, F).

In a context of harsh economic deprivation,
for participants and community members to
be appreciative of the temporary relief of food
provision, is a demonstration of the ‘goodwill’
and humility of South Africans. But it also

sits uncomfortably with the tension of being
thankful for any handouts (no matter how
small) that do not address the levels of suffering
anf fundamental structural inequalities within
which people negotiate their daily lives.

The majority of the successful applications
(n=1) were receiving their money through
SAPO (n=6) or direct deposit into their bank
accounts (n=4), while only two participants
were receiving payouts to their ‘SASSA cards’.7
Participants who preferred the bank, did so
as they considered this option to be more
convenient than travelling to a SAPO branch to

collect their money. Importantly, three of these
participants indicated that they receive bank
charges of between R7 and R10 when their
SRDG is deposited. However, these participants
were willing to accept these charges, ebacuse
of both the high costs of transport to collect
their SRDGs in cash and the lack of safety when
trying to collect cash grants.

3.2. The Experience of Applying for the SRDG
Participants usually heard of the SRDG through
traditional news media or their social networks
and generally used their phones to apply for
the grant through the MOYA app,6 SMS system,
or WhatsApp. About half of the participants
described the application process as ‘easy’

(n=9) although some technical challenges were
discussed.
The main technical issue related to connectivity
and the cost of data. Five participants indicated
that “the main problem was data’’ (P14, M), while
others (n=6) referred to ‘network problems’.

“The network was so bad during the day […] so during the day [when] the website was not
working, you could only apply at night. I could only apply at night because I applied for my
mom, aunt, siblings so I could only do it at night. During the day it would keep on saying,
“error”, then I had to apply at night. At night it was a little bit better” (P 7, F)

“Charges are there but they (the bank) charge about R7 or
so, but it is nothing compared to R24 that one pays in total
to go collect the grant.”
Amongst those who received the grant
through SAPO, various challenges were
encountered. One of the issues that were most
often discussed centered on the “long days”
that participants endured in order to collect
their money. This was discussed by all the

No research participants indicated that the
SASSA online SRDG platforms were “zerorated” for data, as SASSA has claims they are they all needed some kind of data to access the
SASSA online platforms, whether that involved
buying data or resorting to measures such as
buying an ice-cream at a fast-food restaurant
in order to qualify for “free WiFi”.

In the context of the emerging Fourth
Industrial Revolution and the technological
reliance during the COVID-19 pandemic,
it is increasingly important that the South
African government includes a plan for
developing technological infrastructure in
poor communities.

The MOYA app referred to by research participants is not endorsed by SASSA, as the security settings of this application
have not been established. Grant beneficiaries’ security vulnerability when using apps such as this requires further
investigation and information sharing with grant beneficiaries

6
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participants and entailed leaving their homes
between 03:00 and 06:00 to travel to the post
office and secure a spot in the collection line.
Yet, an early arrival does not mean early receipt
of money, as participants spent several hours
waiting to be helped.

“Yoh, I went there at 6 o’clock and I got it at 1 o’clock. The queue was long I had to even leave
the queue and tell the lady that I will be back in 2 hours. When I went back after 2 hours, I got
there and the line was still not moving! Then they started calling people. I think it was around
10 o’clock when they started calling people. I got mine at 12 o’clock. That is when I say, ‘this
month, I will put it at the bank account!’” (P7, F)

“If you arrive there at 5am and it is not that full there, you
can get it (money) around past 4pm.”
SASSA gold cards are bank cards issued via the South African Post Office. They can be used to withdraw cash as
designated outlets, as well as make purchases at most major retail outlets.

7
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Arrival at SAPO branches also did not guarantee
receipt of their money as some participants
also recalled instances where “computers were
offline at the post office”(P9, F) or there were
insufficient money to pay everyone in the lines
leading to some people being sent home and
told to return the following day. Not receiving
the grant had widespread implications for the
recipients who, in addition to spending extended
hours in the lines, had also endured travel
costs which some borrowed from their friends
or families to cover. Participants could spend
between R25 and R50 rand per trip to collect

their money which constitutes a significant
proportion of an already limited grant.
Furthermore, some participants also described
instances where grant beneficiaries would
pay someone else to ‘hold a space’ for them
in the line on grant collection day. This mostly
included paying street-living persons who
received between R10 and R50, although some
participants indicated that security guards at
post offices (n=2) and post office staff (n=1)
have also taken bribes to release money to
grant beneficiaries without them having to wait
in line with everyone else.

“[Yesterday] when we were at the line it happened; they
gave the security guard at the post office R50, and they
got inside, collected their money, and left.”
“… people who work at the post office say you should give them R50 so the process is
quicker […] [this happens] when you are at the back of the line and you need the cash. That’s
when you say ‘fine I will give them the money’.” (P13, F)

“You know I feel like the application on its own it is fair on other people. So, for me it was
easy because I know how to use the internet, and I have access to the internet. I applied
through the SASSA website but the application feedback it is not so clear. There is a lot of
questions like, because, I remember when I applied for the first time, so I did put my details,
after putting my details it said to me, I do not qualify for the SRD. And I had to call them and
asked; why I do not qualify. The lady said to me I must scroll down to the last page I will see
the reason on why I do not qualify. So, when I clicked there, I saw it saying, “I do not qualify,
as I qualify for UIF”. And by that time, I was no longer receiving my UIF. My UIF is finished
long time ago but now this thing is telling me that I do not qualify (for SRD) because I qualify
for UIF. So, to me it felt like it was well… uhm… I feel like their website is not created right
because if I am no longer in the UIF system and it is still picking it up that I am on the UIF
system then it means there is something wrong there. Is either the communication with the
SASSA or UIF.” (P7, F)

“My experience was very bad because when I started, they decline. I think it started in…
August 2020, I cannot remember when it was, but I was declined. So when I asked what the
problem might be, they give you options that maybe UIF and stuff. There was a place that I
once work at as an internship, and they said I received money, but I did not understand how
a big department like that can say I’m receiving money without consenting with me first.
I have never received any UIF. So until last year December early in the morning while still
sleeping and I received R350 SASSA SMS on my phone. So since I applied it in 2020 when it
started it was the first time receiving it last year 2021 in December. So I am even surprised I
have received in January as well. So, I do not know how I received it.” (P8, F)

3.4. Dealing with rejections and appeals
While twelve participants received the SRDG,
for two participants the journey to accessing
this grant entailed an appeals process. Both
participants were rejected when they first
applied for the grant due to their eligibility
to receive UIF. However, in both cases, the
participants were not actually receiving any
income from the UIF.8

One research participant also reported being
given conflicting information on the system, with
no way to resolve the reason for his rejection.
In addition to these participants, four other
participants were also unsuccessful in their
applications for the SRDG. Two of these
participants appealed this decision and
reapplied for the grant, also with no success.

The challenges around incorrect SRDG rejections due to the online GovChat application platform using outdated
data on UIF, SARS and NSFAS databases has been an issue throughout the duration of the SRDG. This was highlighted
in the Black Sash’s Covid-19 SRD Grant Impact Study, and has been raised by Black Sash in regular engagements with
government departments and agencies.

8
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“I applied using a phone and the message was
indicating successful even though in the end I didn’t
receive the grant. I used to go to the post (office)
to check and would find nothing there but one day
they told me that the reason why I am not receiving
the grant is that I was working and I was supposed
to be getting a UIF. But I never even got that UIF for
the work that I was doing in [Mpumalanga]...I have
never received it at all. I was advised to go and follow
up on my UIF with my former employer.I got tired
when I went there to check on that day. They said
they couldn’t assist me because it was reflecting that
I have already applied to get UIF. … I couldn’t appeal
because they explained clearly that I was supposed
to be getting UIF which reflected that I qualified for
at the time. It is just that now I don’t have money
to go to Department of Labour, otherwise I would
go to them to get some letter that indicates that
could facilitate my application process for the R350
grant at SASSA. The letter would state that yes…
I was supposed to get the UIF but because of my
employer’s mishaps I will not get that UIF anytime
soon. … We went there several times with the other
ex-employees for 4 to 5 months … They explained to
us that there were some documents that our former
company did not provide to the department… they
even said they would engage our company and told
us to come back at a particular date… and indeed we
went back there but we were told that the company
has not provided any documents yet… it was just a
pillar to post drill.” (P23. M)
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“I worked and I left then they said I was declined because I have another source of income.
Of which I didn’t have source of income for the whole of 6 months. … I was using the MOYO
app and I had to check. I punched my I.D and I got the response that it was declined because
I had source of income. I was sad because at that time I actually needed that money and
it was going to help me with a lot of things. …I tried again, I tried the next month and the
next month then I tried again.. I tried four times. I ended up going to ask how come I was
declined. … I was disappointed, I gave up on the government. I didn’t vote. NSFAS rejected
me. Nothing for the government is for me, which means that help that everyone gets is not
for me.” (P11. F)

4. Grant administration and delivery
All the digital means of applying for, requesting
updates, and appealing rejections for the SRDG
are in English.

nature of the appeals process, and the cost of
applying for and/or receiving the SRDG.
Payments have been erratic and inconsistent.

The fact that people who are eligible for the
SRDG have given up on applying due to
receiving conflicting information, the onerous

There is confusion about the time it takes to
process an SRDG application.

“[I found out I had been rejected because] they sent a sms. I was
hurt because I needed the money. I phoned the number that they
gave me until I gave up. I had no more money for airtime. I tried
calling SASSA and they did not help me.”
3.5. Participants’ recommendations for improvement
Overall, the participants’ narratives highlight
the need for awareness-raising on the platforms
through which applications can be conducted
and the eligibility criteria of the SRDG.
While some participants were able to access
independent data-free platforms to apply
for the SRDG, about one quarter (n=5) of the
participants recommended that the application
process be operationalized via a data-free
platform.
Many participants were unsure about whether
they were eligible to apply for the SRDG and

were essentially required to figure this out for
themselves through trying out the application
process. This subsequently led to frustration and,
for some, a sense of hopelessness around whether
they will receive any social relief of distress.
The challenges around rejections based on
outdated UIF databases led to calls for concerted
efforts to raise awareness on the eligibility
criteria of the SRDG.
Participants also requested that access to the grant
be extended and that the grant amount be increased
to cover more of their basic monthly needs.

5. Health Challenges
The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic lockdowns
had a significant impact on women when trying
to access public health care services. Even for
those who were not affected by COVID-19 in the
household, pregnant women could not access
public clinics for periodic check-ups or family
planning services. Participants were also unable
to access medication for chronic illnesses, such
as HIV. Although in some instances medication

was delivered to patients’ homes, the overall
costs of travel to access health care services at
times when this was allowed were significantly
affected by the economic hardships imposed
by the pandemic. Consequently, although lowincome communities were not always identified
as pandemic ‘hotspots’, these communities were
still the hardest hit socially and economically
by the implications of the pandemic.

“I remember when COVID-19 started I think I was about to start my Ante-Natal Clinic (ANC)
clinic visits. It was a mission to get into the clinic because when you get there, they would
tell us that no one is allowed today inside the facility because the doctors and nurses have
tested positive. That would happen maybe twice a month and sometimes you will end up
skipping ANC visits because when you get there, there’s no one to assist you. … The only
option was to go to the private consultations because you could not stay and say, “because
I could not go to the clinic I will not be checked”. So the solution was to go to the private
doctor. It was free at the clinic. When you go to the private doctor you have to pay. … It
happened twice or three times because during the beginning of Covid-19 accessing a clinic
was a mission because either they would attend the elderly and those that are receiving
medication. ... Yoh it was like financially draining because you had to have money for three
months to see a doctor in case when you get there nothing has changed.” (P7. F)
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6. Psychosocial Challenges
As previous studies have highlighted (Spaull
et al, 2021), the Covid-19 pandemichas taken
a significant psychosocial toll on everyone.
For people struggling to meet basic needs for
themselves and their households, the toll has

been the most severe. Research participants
gave accounts of depression, suicides in their
families and communities, and increased levels
of Gender-Based Violence (GBV).

7. Challenges Faced by Asylum Seekers and
Special Permit Holders
Black Sash and the HSRC research team tried
to make contact with asylum seekers and
special permit holders who might have applied
for the SRDG, for the purposes of this study.

There was such strong fear and reluctance
to be interviewed that our efforts were not
successful.

Black Sash conducted extensive
Community-Based Monitoring
of the SRDG in 2021, which
highlighted that refugees
and asylum seekers have
encountered challenges with

Xenophobia when
applying for and
trying to receive
grants;
Delays with
payments due to
technical challenges;
SAPO officials
being unfamiliar
with procedures to
be followed when
refugees or asylum
seekers need to
receive payment of
their SRDG.
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Farida Ryklief in Delft, Cape Town, feeds over a
thousand people in her community daily. She says many
residents have lost jobs during the pandemic. Some
are selling their household appliances to pay for basic
necessities such as electricity and bread. Photo: Tariro
Washinyira_GroundUp
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Appendix 1:
Topic Guide for Interviews with
Grant Applicants
Social Relief of Distress Grant semi-structured
interview guide
Participants: SRDG applicants, including Child support grant recipients and top ups
Personal Information: This is information about the person being interviewed. Information
will be saved in a secure password-protected folder, to ensure compliance with POPIA.
Name and Surname

Gender

Phone Number

Types of grants received

COVID/Caregiver Grant Questions
PART 1: Health questions
Have you or anyone in your family had an experience of COVID 19?
Have you or anyone in your family succeeded or struggled to access healthcare for anything,
including the virus, since the lockdown began?
Probes: What service did you struggle accessing?
Who struggled to access this support?
What did you do to deal with this challenge?

PART 2: Livelihood Questions
Thinking about the time before the lockdown, what did you do for an income? (This question should
seek to understand if the person had a formal or informal job, or what they did to earn money)
How has lockdown been for you? How have the different levels of lockdown affected your life?
(This question should seek to find out how lockdown changed the person’s circumstances,
access to an income, unemployment, health? etc. – and how that has impacted on the family’s
livelihoods / social grant income)

Full Address (street, township, province)
Bank used

Cash transfer

Age
What is your highest education level: primary, secondary, or tertiary
Are you a refugee, asylum-seeker, or migrant on special permit
What did you do to earn money before Covid? Employed, informal work,
entrepreneur, selling things?

What was a typical meal before lockdown?
a. What was a typical meal during lockdown?
b. What was a typical meal after getting the grant?
c. Have you had to skip meals during the lockdown?
d. For people who received the grant: What did you do to get food during the months of
lockdown before you got this grant?
• Probes: Did you have to borrow money from family or fromneighbors or from
moneylenders?
• Did you have to take food on credit?

Household Information:

Did you ever get a food parcel during this period?
a. Probes: If yes, tell me about your experience.
• Who delivered the food parcel?
• How did you apply for the food parcel?
• When did get the food parcel?
b. If no, why do you think you did not get a parcel?
• Did you apply for a parcel?
ii. What was the process like?

Who else do you live with?

Did you ever get a voucher during lockdown?

Are you still able to do the same thing to earn money now?
If you are unemployed, how long have you been unemployed?

Names of other people in your household

PART 3: Application process and technical issues

Relation to person interviewed
Age, Education level

Gender

Grants received
If an adult, do they have money from a job, informal job, entrepreneur,
selling things?

32

IT’S A LIFELINE BUT IT’S NOT ENOUGH:
THE COVID-19 SOCIAL RELIEF OF DISTRESS GRANT, BASIC INCOME SUPPORT, AND SOCIAL PROTECTION IN SOUTH AFRICA

What did you have to do to get the COVID-19 grant?
a. Probes: How easy or difficult was the application process? (These questions should seek to
find out what the process of getting the grant was like)
b. Who helped you with your application? How did they help you?
c. How long did it take you to complete the application? Did you encounter any technical
problems?
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Did you encounter any problems getting the grant?
a. Probes: If yes, tell me about your experience.
b. If no, why do you think your application process went well?
i. Could tell us what resources or support made a difference in the process
8. Were you able to use your phone to apply?
a. Did you have to borrow someone’s phone to apply?
b. Did you have any trouble with the technology?
c. Did you have enough data and connectivity?
If you didn’t use a phone, what method did you use (computer, email)? How did that go?
If you were rejected, what text message did you receive?
a. Did you seek recourse?
b. Was the matter resolved?
c. Did you appeal your case?
What would you recommend to improve the application process for other people?

Part 6: Summary Questions
For successful applicants: How has receiving the grant influenced your life?
a. Is there anything that you wish you knew about the application processes that could have
made the process smoother for you?
b. Thinking about people who were not successful in their application, how do you think
your life is better with the grant?

For unsuccessful applicants: How has your experience of not receiving the grant affected
your life?
a. Is there anything that you wish you knew before applying, that could have made your
application successful?
b. How do you think your life would have been better if you received the grant?
• What do you think you would have been able to do or obtain should you have received
the grant, that you cannot do or get now without the grant?

PART 4: About the grant
For people who received the grant: What month did you apply and what month did you
start getting the money?
a. Did you get backpay?
b. Do you get your grant in your bank account or by cash?
• If a bank account, did you have to open a bank account just for this, or is it deposited in an
existing bank account?
• If you opened a new account, were there expenses to do so and were there other difficulties
with opening it?
• If cash, did you receive your cash at SAPO or at another bank?
• Since the grant started again in August, have you been able to access your grant at a retailer?
Have you had any bank charges? Do you receive the full cash value of the grant (confirm full
cash value)? Have you experienced any deductions or fraud on your account?

PART 5: Household stresses
Can you talk us through a typical day when you go and collect your grant?
a. What do you do once you have your grant?
b. What do you buy or pay for?
c. Do you have to share your money with anyone in your household?
d. How much control do you have over the Covid Grant money?
• Probes: Are you able to decide yourself what to use the grant for?
• Do you control the money that you get or give it to another member of the household?
Alternatively: Who else has ‘a say’ in how you use this money?
• If the latter, who? (This question seeks to find out about gendered power dynamics in the
household.)
Have there been more conflicts around money in your household during this period? Probes: If
yes, tell me about your experience.
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Black Sash National Office, Elta House, 3 Caledonian Road, Mowbray, 7700
Tel: +27 21 686 6952 | Fax: +27 21 686 6971 | Email: info@blacksash.org.za
Eastern Cape Regional Office T: +27 41 487 3288 | E: ecro@blacksash.org.za
Gauteng Regional Office T: +27 11 834 8361 | E: gro@blacksash.org.za
Kwa-Zulu Natal Regional Office T: +27 31 301 9215 | E: durban@blacksash.org.za
Western Cape Regional Office T: 021 686 6952 | E: wcro@blacksash.org.za
Black Sash National Helpline
T: 072 663 3739 or 063 610 1865
E: help@blacksash.org.za
Follow us on Twitter @black_sash
Find us on Facebook.com/BlackSashSouthAfrica
www.blacksash.org.za
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