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ABOUT CLEAR-AA 
The Centre for Learning on Evaluation and Results – Anglophone Africa (CLEAR-AA) is one of six regional 
centres housed in academic institutions across the globe with the purpose of building the capacity of 
countries, people and institutions to plan, measure and report on development programmes – a process 
referred to as monitoring and evaluation (M&E). CLEAR-AA’s work in supporting and improving M&E contributes 
to better governance and improved development outcomes across Africa.

In the past, CLEAR-AA’s approach to supporting and improving M&E in Africa has been to off er discrete interventions, 
for example pieces of training, peer-to-peer learning and technical assistance. But in 2019, we shifted to using country-
based programmes to achieve systematic, systemic results. The positive impact on governance and development can 
be seen not only in individual countries but also in their sub-regions. 
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 Income inequality, unemployment 
and poverty in South Africa 

Across the world, social protection programmes are 
designed and implemented to protect populations 
in distress or crisis from falling further into poverty. 
Currently, South Africa has one of the highest rates 
of income inequality (Gini coeffi  cient of 0.65), unem-
ployment and poverty in the world, and social protec-
tion programmes have been used by the state as a 
mechanism of wealth redistribution.
To give some context, between 2011 and 2015, 
poverty levels in South Africa have deepened (Statis-
tics South Africa 2015). One in four South Africans live 
below the food poverty line, and the Poverty Trends 

Report (Schotte et al 2018) fi nds that more than one 
in every two South Africans has fallen below the 
upper bound poverty line.
The Covid-19 pandemic restrictions and lockdowns 
have resulted in the disruption of the already frag-
ile socioeconomic and food security of households 
in South Africa. Many lost one or more sources of 
income and were relegated to below the poverty line, 
including the food poverty line. Also, offi  cial unem-
ployment in South Africa has increased from 30.80% 
in Q3 2020 to 34.4% in Q2 of 2021. The expanded 
unemployment rate, which includes discouraged 
job seekers, has increased from 39.7% in Q1 2020 to 
44.4% in Q2 2021. This increase in unemployment has 
negatively impacted household income and wors-
ened inequality and poverty. 
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The Covid-19 Social Relief of  
Distress grant
To address these issues, President Cyril Ramaphosa 
announced on the 21st of April 2020, that the govern-
ment would be providing a special Covid-19 Social 
Relief of Distress (SRD) grant of R350 a month for six 
months. This grant goes to individuals who are unem-
ployed and do not receive any other form of social grant 
or Unemployment Insurance Fund (UIF) payment. The 
grant is in addition to social protection/security grants 
that are already running and which include the Child 
Support Grant, the Foster Care Child Grant, the State Old 
Age Pension, the Disability Grant, and the Care Depen-
dency Grant and the War Veterans’ Grant (Government 
of South Africa 2021). 
The SRD grant was intended to be a temporary provi-
sion of assistance for persons who, because of Covid-19 
and related lockdowns, are in such dire material need 
that they are unable to meet theirs or their families’ most 
basic needs (Government of South African 2021). Due to 
the continuing socio-economic challenges caused by 
the pandemic and lockdown restrictions, the SRD has 
so far been extended three times: first in October 2020, 
then in January 2021, and most recently from August 
2021 to March 2022. 
However, the effects of Covid-19 continue to plague 
the country’s economy, people’s livelihoods, and lives. 
Currently, South Africa has gone through several Covid-
19 waves and the death toll continues to rise steadily. 
Health experts expect a fourth wave of the Covid-19 
virus to hit South Africa in the latter part of 2021. In addi-
tion, at the time of writing, only 40.46% of the South 
African public have received the first dose of Covid-19 
vaccine (BusinessTech 2021). It is also anticipated that 
the unemployment rate will continue to rise because 
the economy needs time to recover, and government 
support programmes for businesses are not enough to 
help businesses stay afloat and speed up recovery. 

A study of the impact of the SRD grant
This policy brief provides an overview of a study of the 
contribution of the SRD grant to household income 
during the Covid-19 lockdown. The objective of the 
study was to contribute to the social protection policy 
discourse around social grants and other mechanisms 
of social protection. It also aims to provide evidence to 
the government on how individuals/households have 
used the grants, and what the impact has been on indi-
viduals, households, community economies, and on the 
well-being and cohesion among South African societ-
ies. The study adopted a qualitative panel survey (tele-
phonic and online self-completion) with a population 
sample from selected communities across five differ-
ent provinces: Nseleni in KwaZulu-Natal; Acornhoek in 
Mpumalanga, Mkhonjane in the Eastern Cape; Phokeng 
and Tlhabane in the North West; and Kroonstad in the 
Free State. These communities consist mainly of an indi-
gent population, where poverty and unemployment 

are perennial problems that continue to affect them 
(Wang et al 2021). Participants from these communi-
ties of interest were followed for 13 weeks over a nine 
month period and was concerned with measuring 
the perceptions of participants of the SRD grant. One 
hundred and fifteen (115) participants were followed 
over the 13 weeks period.  The participants were asked 
a variety of questions, via the WhatsApp online plat-
form, which covered education, food security, income, 
poverty, unemployment etc. on a weekly basis. 

Findings 
It is important to note that the participants of the 
study indicated that before the onset of the Covid -19 
pandemic, they were already in distress and vulnerable. 
Covid-19 and lockdowns worsened their situation. Thus 
the SRD grant did not only address the vulnerabilities 
caused by Covid-19 but also on pre-Covid-19 vulnera-
bilities. 
The study revealed that the SRD grant was used by indi-
viduals and households in various ways. It showed that 
the SRD grant had the following impact on households 
and individuals from the selected communities. 

Unemployment
The SRD grant benefitted both the previously and 
recently unemployed. During the lockdown, a signifi-
cant proportion of people in the sample lost their jobs, 
many of whom were the breadwinners of households. 
In some households, this shifted the financial author-
ity and decision-making power. In addition, household 
incomes were substantially reduced for some, while 
other households became completely reliant on social 
grants such as the SRD grant. Furthermore, the SRD 
grant enabled unemployed people to actively seek work 
by adding to transport costs, internet café costs, money 
to purchase data to send CVs etc., thereby facilitating a 
possible transition from unemployment. This finding is 
supported by Neves et al (2009) who show that social 
grants create potential economic benefits, including 
supporting the development of local markets, improv-
ing recipients’ ability to manage risk and insecurity, and 
facilitating saving and investment. 

Household food security and basic needs 
With school children not being able to access school 
feeding schemes, households losing the opportunity 
for informal trading and retrenchment with reduced 
or no income, the Covid-19 lockdown worsened food 
security. The implication was that the SRD grant became 
the main source of income contributing to household 
food security. It was also highlighted that in some cases 
the SRD grant augmented household income to meet 
the basic food needs. In addition, the SRD grant enabled 
households to afford other basic needs such as shelter, 
clothing, toiletries, electricity, and medication. 
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Household nutrition
The study found that access to food was the primary 
contribution of the SRD grant towards individuals and 
households. This shows that a large proportion of the 
respondent households cannot even afford to meet 
their daily dietary requirements. For the poor, there are 
barriers to maintaining healthy diets, including limited 
financial resources and high food prices. The latter are 
two factors that greatly impacted people during the 
pandemic. The SRD grant assisted in keeping children 
and adults nourished during this time of crisis. Accord-
ing to the World Health Organization, good nutrition is a 
key part of health and development. When children are 
well-nourished, they develop and learn better. Nutrition 
is also important for adults because it contributes to their 
productivity and can help them create opportunities for 
others through for instance entrepreneurship, which in 
turn can alleviate their poverty and hunger (FAO 2020). 

Education 
Several studies have shown that increased access to 
education can contribute to reducing extreme poverty. 
In this study, the SRD grant impacted respondents’ 
school children greatly. The sample showed that it was 
used in many instances to pay school fees, buy school 
uniforms and pay for school transportation. During the 
lockdown, schools were closed and several initiatives 
provided school children with opportunities for online 
learning. The SRD grant provided income that was used 
for buying data for online learning and accessing learn-
ing materials. In addition, the grant provided additional 
income that contributed to expenses related to access-
ing Early Childhood Development services whilst the 
parents/caregivers were engaged in other economic 
activities.  The effect of Covid-19 on educational services 
affected poor households more because of their depen-
dence on government-funded educational institutions 
which have limited ability to provide effective alterna-
tive learning platforms. While the impact felt by most 
households was almost immediate, it was likely to be 
deeper and longer-lasting among poorer households. 
Hence any contribution to education will provide some 
future relief for children from affected households. This 
is key for the future development of children and for a 
reduction in poverty. 

Improving the standard of living 
Social grants are meant to improve the living standards 
of poor households and distribute wealth to ensure 
that our society moves towards equality (Armstrong 
and Burger 2009). This study showed that SRD grant 
provided individuals with some income to enable 
them to provide for themselves and/ or for their depen-
dents.  With the SRD grant, households could afford 
more grocery items and nutritious foods, and also 
allowed access to healthcare facilities when a household 
member became sick. These results confirm the findings 
of Neves et al (2009) that show that social grants elevate 
welfare and consumption. The SRD grant also assisted 
households to deal with high prices of services such as 
transport and data cost. 

Psychosocial wellbeing 
Literature has shown that properly managed social 
grants can be an instrument of empowerment and 
social progress. Especially in a context that is marked by 
inequality and poverty caused by past apartheid history. 
Participants reported that SRD grant boosted self-es-
teem because it enabled individuals to meet basic needs 
such as buying toiletries and more groceries, including 
what some regard as luxury items such as snacks, drinks, 
etc. In addition, the lockdown implemented in March 
2020 meant that everyone had to stay home unless 
they were performing essential services. The resultant 
retrenchments caused enormous stress which the SRD 
grant helped to alleviate. 

Feminine hygiene and dignity
Non-food grocery items, including toiletries, are among 
the most expensive to purchase. Of these, one essential 
item required monthly by adolescent girls and women, 
are sanitary products. According to this study, the SRD 
grant was instrumental in helping households afford 
such necessities. According to the Sanitary Dignity 
Framework developed by the Department of Women, 
Youth and Persons with Disabilities (2019), the ability to 
manage menstruation with adequate dignity is essen-
tial to the human rights of women and girls. The SRD 
grant has done this for many and has thus preserved the 
self-esteem of many women and girls.

Policy recommendations 
Since without the grant most households will not have 
any source of income at all, causing poverty levels to 
increase. Even though the SRD grant is small, it makes 
a major difference to households. Considering that it 
improves the living standards of individuals, there is an 
overwhelming consensus that this grant should either 
be extended or made permanent. 

1. Extend the SRD grant while in the process of 
establishing the Basic Income Grant

The plight of millions of South African citizens and resi-
dents following the Covid-19 lockdown has been severe 
to say the least, particularly for those were already or 
became unemployed as a result. The lockdown exac-
erbated the already high-income inequality, poverty, 
and unemployment rates in South Africa. In addition, 
it placed further strain on the already limited house-
hold resources of the chronically poor. The findings 
show clearly the Government obligation to continue 
its support in the form of the SRD grant until the 
pandemic subsides, and more importantly until they 
have managed to find strategies to alleviate the severe 
unemployment in the country. It is recommended that 
the SRD grant serves as a temporary solution, until the 
Government permanently implements the Universal 
Basic Income Grant. It is also recommended that the SDR 
grant be increased to R624, which is the food poverty 
line in South Africa. The Basic Income Grant should be 
a minimum of R 1 335 per person per month, as per the 
Upper-bound poverty line, which accounts for food and 
other essential non-food items that individuals need. 
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2. In determining a Basic Income Grant include the 
cost of living and household demographics

The Department of Social Development (DSD) has 
already proposed in the new green paper that every 
South African adult should receive a Basic Income Grant 
(Department of Social Development 2021).  Households 
relying on the SRD grant have indicated that govern-
ment should consider the cost of living when design-
ing the Basic Income Grant. Items to consider include 
the cost of food, transportation, water, and electricity 
bills. Government should also consider that most of the 
households are headed by single parents with at least 
two children. 

3. Focus on the individual, not the household

In line with the previous recommendation, it is perti-
nent for the Government to maintain assistance at the 
individual level, and not implement the extension of the 
SRD grant or the Basic Income Grant at the household 
level. The amount of R624 per person per month, which 
is the recommended SRD grant amount is the food 
poverty line (or the extreme poverty line) in South Africa 
and refers to the amount of money that an individual 
will need to aff ord the minimum required daily energy 
intake. The Upper-Bound Poverty line amount of R1 
335 per person per month, which is the recommended 
minimum Basic Income Grant amount, refers to the 
food poverty line plus the average amount derived from 
non-food items of individuals whose food expenditure is 
equal to the food poverty line. 
Maintaining support at the individual level is critical 
because evidence shows that despite increases since 
the beginning of the lockdown in 2020, all social grants 
have been unable to meet people’s basic needs for food, 
energy and transport (amongst others), as well as addi-
tional requirements of sanitizers and masks. In addition, 
the monthly cost of food per household increased by R 
249.92 (7.8%) between March to May 2020, taking the 
total cost of a basket of food to R3  470.92. The year-
on-year price of groceries has increased by 13,8% - 
from R3 051.11 in May 2019, to R3 470.92 in May 2020 
(PMBEJD, 2020). By supporting individuals, the Govern-
ment will ensure that households with multiple people 
eligible for the Basic Income Grant, are able to meet 
their basic needs, as per their constitutional and human 
rights. 

Conclusion 
The evidence from the study points strongly to the 
suggestion that additional government support, such as 
an extension of the SRD grant, is necessary and contrib-
utes positively to improving citizens’ lives. While the 
pandemic may have exacerbated the socio-economic 
challenges facing many South Africans, it mostly shone a 
light on the already dire situation of the poor and unem-
ployed. Therefore, it is our opinion that the SRD should 
be extended- or made permanent in order to continue 
enhancing the livelihoods of poor communities. 
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