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Executive Summary 
The COVID-19 Special R350 Social Relief of Distress (SRD) 
grant was a strategic intervention implemented by the 
South African government intended to supplement income 
loss, and provide additional fi nancial support aimed at allevi-
ating poverty and hunger across the country.  As a pandem-
ic-scale disaster, Covid19 brought forth a variety of challeng-
es, including administrative complications associated with 
implementation of interventions. However, it also created 
opportunities for innovation among the involved state agen-
cies. The SRD grant showcased South Africa’s commitment 
to supporting vulnerable populations during times of crisis. 
While challenges are inherent to the implementation of 
interventions, the execution of the SRD grant highlighted 
substantial policy and administrative shortcomings that 
hindered its overall impact. Addressing these challenges is 
crucial to enhancing resilience in future initiatives. By im-
plementing the recommendations outlined in this brief, the 
government can address these challenges, improve the effi -
ciency of the grant, and ensure that future social assistance 
programmes are more inclusive, transparent, and equitable. 
Through leveraging technology, adopting inclusive policy de-
signs, and fostering interdepartmental collaboration, South 
Africa can establish a more resilient social protection frame-

work that leaves no one behind. The issues highlighted in 
this brief underscore the urgent need for more inclusive 
and streamlined social assistance mechanisms, alongside 
strengthening in-house capacity. This policy brief examines 
the challenges and opportunities associated with adminis-
tering the COVID-19 Special R350 grant, and proposes inno-
vative administrative policy systems that could strengthen 
preparedness for proactive responses and improve effi -
ciency in the disbursement of funds. Key elements of the 
proposed innovative disbursement approaches include the 
following:

• Partnerships with NGOs: The South African Social Se-
curity Agency (SASSA) should collaborate with approved 
and specialist Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) 
to assist in managing applications and verifying benefi -
ciaries. 
• Involvement of local retailers: SASSA should partner 
with approved and preferred local general dealers, such 
as stores and spaza shops, to facilitate the processing of 
digital vouchers.
• Disbursement in smaller portions: SASSA should con-
sider disbursing funds in smaller, manageable portions to 
minimise the risks of theft and losses. 
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• Rapid evaluations for effi ciency: SASSA should involve 
specialists NGOs to conduct rapid evaluation tests. These 
evaluations would help capture operational insights and 
lessons to ensure continuous improvements and adap-
tive effi ciencies. 

Introduction 
The COVID-19 Special R350 Social Relief of Distress (SRD) 
grant was introduced as a critical measure to cushion vul-
nerable populations from the socio-economic impacts of the 
pandemic. The programme has reached millions of South 
Africans, offering temporary fi nancial relief to unemployed 
individuals. Despite its successes, implementation chal-
lenges related to policy design, administrative ineffi ciencies, 
and technological barriers have limited its full impact. This 
brief explores these challenges, leveraging real-world data 
to propose strategies for enhancing programme delivery.

Policy context  
The COVID-19 pandemic brought unprecedented economic 
challenges, disproportionately impacting vulnerable popula-
tions in South Africa. For instance, in 2020, South Africa’s 
unemployment rate climbed to over 30%, affecting young 
people and women, who faced the brunt of economic chal-
lenges (see Figure 2 below). According to Statistics South 
Africa, this rate was further exacerbated by pandemic-in-
duced job losses, leaving millions without income. In re-
sponse, the government introduced the COVID-19 special 
R350 SRD grant to provide temporary fi nancial relief to 
individuals without any form of income or social support. 
Given the existing social security packages in the country, 
the addition of pandemic-related social relief measures sig-
nifi cantly escalated costs to astronomic levels. This, in turn, 
had direct implications as the high number and diversity of 
benefi ciaries introduced new complexities. 

The Disaster Management Act requires that all state organs 
must have approved Disaster Management Plans (DMPs) 
and annual Contingency Plans in place. However, the social 
welfare sector, traditionally reactive, rather than proactive, 
often lacks disaster-induced anticipatory systems, such as 
forecast-based budgeting. Given the magnitude of the pan-
demic, this gap highlights their limited preparedness for ad-
dressing such serious policy and administrative challenges 
effectively. Some of these challenges included insuffi cient 
time to plan and coordinate between government agencies, 
which led to delays in disbursement and a lack of clarity in 
eligibility criteria, creating confusion among applicants and 
offi cials alike. These challenges resulted in signifi cant delays 
in the processing of applications. According to reports from 
SASSA (July 2022), some applicants waited months without 

communication due to backlog, leading to public dissatis-
faction and protests. Although the grant provided a critical 
lifeline for millions, the R350 amount was insuffi cient to 
cover the full cost of living. Nevertheless, it played a vital 
role in alleviating immediate hunger and poverty, providing 
much-needed relief during the pandemic. 

Research method and approach 
This policy brief emerges from an in-depth analysis of ex-
isting data sources, such as strategies, annual progress 
reports, other offi cial publications of the relevant entities 
(mainly SASSA), and respective policies and strategies.

RESULTS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 
Research evidence
Statistics South Africa reported that, by 2020, approximate-
ly 11 million people in South Africa were either unemployed 
or had lost income due to the COVID-19 lockdowns. In May 
2020, as part of a wider social relief package, the grant tar-
geted individuals aged between 18 to 59 years who were 
not receiving any other forms of income or government 
support. The grant was designed with the objectives of pro-
viding immediate relief to unemployed individuals without 
income or social support, as well as mitigating the econom-
ic shocks caused by the pandemic, particularly for vulnera-
ble populations. By July 2020, over 3 million benefi ciaries 
had received payments, yet the demand signifi cantly out-
stripped the available budget, highlighting gaps in policy and 
implementation frameworks. The Department of Social De-
velopment estimated that the grant would support around 
6 million people. However, due to logistical challenges and 
delays, only about 5 million people had received the grant 
by 2021 (see Figure 1).  

COVID-19 Special R350 SRD 
Grant: Benefi ciaries vs Unmet 

demand (in millions

Figure 1: Graph showing SRD grant benefi ciaries 
and unmet demand
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Since the duration of the pandemic remained uncertain, 
minor challenges in planning, budgeting, and execution 
modalities were inevitable. Despite its intentions, systemic 
barriers have limited the grant’s effectiveness. In South Af-
rica, the administration of the COVID-19 special R350 grant 
has been hindered by systemic challenges, including inad-
equate infrastructure, bureaucratic ineffi ciencies, and digital 
accessibility barriers in underserved communities. Many 
vulnerable individuals, particularly those in rural areas, have 
struggled to access the grant due to limited internet con-
nectivity, a lack of documentation, and complex application 
processes. As expected, provinces like KwaZulu-Natal and 
Gauteng, being the economic hubs of the country, reported 
a higher number of applications due to their larger popula-
tions. In contrast, smaller provinces like the Northern Cape 
experienced proportionally fewer applications. 

Demographic Breakdown of 
Special R350 SRD Grant 

Benefi ciaries (%)

Figure 2: Demographics breakdown of SRD 
R350 benefi ciaries 
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According to a 2020 report by Research ICT Africa, only 
about 40 % of households in rural areas had internet ac-
cess, signifi cantly restricting their ability to complete dig-
ital applications. Deep rural areas, including Limpopo, the 
Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal, and other parts of the coun-
try, were negatively affected where only a small fraction of 
applicants had access to the required internet or devices. 
According to a 2021 media report by Ground-Up, over 200 
000 applicants were erroneously rejected due to incon-
sistencies in income assessments, further complicating 
the appeals process. A study by the Institute for Economic 
Justice revealed that up to 30% of eligible individuals in 
informal settlements were unable to meet documentation 
requirements, resulting in higher rejection rates. Public dis-
satisfaction over unclear rejection reasons and inaccessible 

appeals processes highlighted a lack of transparency in the 
grant’s administration. Watchdog groups such as Black Sash 
advocated for the SRD grant recipients and documented 
the bureaucratic and systemic barriers that applicants faced. 
These challenges have exacerbated socioeconomic inequal-
ities, leaving many intended benefi ciaries without the vital 
relief they need during the pandemic.

The policy implications of the SRD grant 
While the grant was initially intended to run for six months, 
repeated extensions underscored the lack of long-term in-
come support frameworks. This raised questions about the 
feasibility of a basic income grant to replace temporary inter-
ventions. While the initiative demonstrated a commendable 
effort to address widespread hardships, its implementation 
revealed signifi cant policy and administrative challenges.

Policy design fl aws signifi cantly undermined the accessi-
bility and effectiveness of the grant. The reliance on a digi-
tal-only application process excluded numerous vulnerable 
individuals, particularly those in rural areas without access 
to internet services or smartphones. Furthermore, strin-
gent documentation requirements have disproportionately 
impacted undocumented individuals and those living in in-
formal settlements. In addition to stringent documentation 
requirements, this excessively affected informal workers, 
undocumented individuals, and those without fi xed address-
es – groups already among the most vulnerable. These bar-
riers left many unable to meet the eligibility criteria, further 
exacerbating the challenges faced by these communities. 
Additionally, the reliance on digital-only applications high-
lighted South Africa’s stark digital divide. Many rural and 
underserved communities lacked access to reliable internet 
or smartphones, effectively excluding a signifi cant portion of 
eligible applicants. Many eligible applicants were excluded 
due to stringent means-testing and verifi cation processes, 
with false positives denying assistance to vulnerable indi-
viduals. For example, some applicants were erroneously 
fl agged as having income, leading to their exclusion despite 
meeting the eligibility requirements. These policy gaps high-
light systemic inequities and have deprived many eligible 
benefi ciaries of the critical support they needed during a 
time of crisis.

Furthermore, the grant programme faced wider governance 
issues, including inadequate monitoring and evaluation 
mechanisms. Poor communication between implementing 
agencies, insuffi cient resources for outreach, and a lack of 
transparency in appeals and decision-making processes un-
dermined public confi dence in the programme. Fragmented 
inter-agency collaboration hindered the application process-
ing and disbursement. The absence of a centralised data-
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base for verifying eligibility exacerbated delays, while in-
sufficient communication left beneficiaries uncertain about 
the status of their applications. Addressing these policy and 
administrative challenges is vital not only to enhance the 
effectiveness of the R350 grant but also to guide the de-
velopment of more inclusive and resilient social protection 
measures to respond effectively in future crises. Other key 
issues included limited accessibility due to the digital appli-
cation process, delays in disbursement, and the exclusion 
of eligible beneficiaries due to stringent requirements. The 
online application process excluded individuals lacking inter-
net access or smartphones, particularly in rural areas. Addi-
tionally, the limited availability of physical assistance options 
left many struggling to navigate the process on their own. 
This brief examines these challenges and proposes practical 
solutions to streamline disbursement, enhance inclusivity, 
and improve overall programme effectiveness.

Policy recommendations
The following will provide actionable recommendations to 
streamline administrative processes, enhance transparen-
cy, and improve accessibility for beneficiaries.
•	 Integrate social security databases: Simplify eligibil-

ity criteria and application processes to avoid complex 
eligibility and documentation requirements that exclude 
many eligible individuals. This includes leveraging existing 
government databases, such as social security and tax 
records, to streamline documentation processes. Intro-
ducing self-declaration of income status with follow-up 
audits could help reduce initial barriers. Inclusive criteria 
and automated verification systems should be adopted 
to minimise exclusion errors and the removal of stringent 
income means-testing should be explored in favour of 
self-reported need. Furthermore, a long-term social pro-
tection strategy should be developed by assessing the 
feasibility of transitioning to a basic income grant. Such a 
grant would ensure sustained support to vulnerable pop-
ulations beyond times of emergency.

•	 Digital voucher and banking services: Introduce mul-
ti-channel application platforms to bridge the digital divide. 
Delays in processing applications have caused financial 
insecurity for many beneficiaries. Alternative methods, 
such as SMS applications, in-person submissions at com-
munity centres, and postal options, can make the pro-
cess more accessible and inclusive. For instance, Kenya’s 
social protection programmes, as reported by the World 
Bank, successfully adopted mobile banking and mobile 
money options, reaching over 85 % of the intended pop-
ulation. Such approaches, when implemented in compli-
ance with pandemic safety regulations within public spac-
es can serve as a model for improving the accessibility 
and efficiency of social relief measures. Investing in both 
digital and physical infrastructure is essential to bridging 
the digital divide.  Expanding internet access in rural areas 
through partnerships with telecom providers can make a 

significant impact. The South African government’s 2021 
commitment to the Broadband Policy, which focuses on 
improving internet access in rural areas, provides a strong 
foundation for creating more inclusive digital application 
systems. Furthermore, establishing local help desks in 
underserved areas can assist applicants with completing 
forms, tracking their application statuses, and overcoming 
technical barriers. 

•	 Decentralized functional partnerships: Strengthening 
inter-agency coordination and data management systems 
will address the lack of coordination between agencies 
that resulted in inconsistent assessments and unnec-
essary delays. Establishing a centralised database to 
streamline eligibility verification checks and foster collab-
oration among agencies will improve efficiency. This could 
be achieved through Non-Governmental Organisations 
(NGOs) that have well-established access systems, a 
strong track record of delivery and historical understand-
ing of the context. Creating practical partnerships with 
local traditional leaders’ offices, local post and banking 
offices, as well as local municipalities will ensure that the 
planning, execution, monitoring and reporting systems 
are localised and accessible. 

•	 Improve public engagement and communication: 
Improve communication and outreach strategies to mar-
ginalised communities to avoid the ineffective grievance 
mechanisms. This will help to rebuild public trust in the 
programme, as well as address frustrations caused by in-
effective grievance mechanisms. Establishing accessible 
grievance mechanisms with clear timelines for resolving 
disputes, launching targeted awareness campaigns to ed-
ucate communities about the grant and application pro-
cesses, partnering with local organisations to facilitate 
applications, particularly in rural areas and informal settle-
ments, and appointing a dedicated task force to oversee 
grant administration will all ensure that disbursements 
are timely and that the process remains transparent and 
accountable.

•	 Build intervention capacity and systems: Managing 
disbursement during the pandemic served as a valuable 
learning experience for the government highlighting the 
need for SASSA to strengthen its in-house capacity to ef-
fectively implement disaster response and recovery initi-
atives. As indicated above, there are multiple several ave-
nues to enhance disbursement mechanisms including the 
use of digital voucher services accessible through phones 
and laptops to stream distribution, the voucher collection 
system, which can be redeemed for cash and accessed 
from general dealer (stores), local post offices, municipal 
offices, traditional council offices, and through approved 
and trusted NGOs that have a better reach to vulnerable 
communities. This calls for a strong partnership frame-
work that to ensure a seamless disbursement process.
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Conclusion 
This policy brief highlights the vast challenges triggered by 
disasters such as rising unemployment, limited livelihood 
opportunities, and escalating poverty. It also underscores 
the interconnectedness of opportunities and the potential 
for innovative administrative solutions. For the fi rst time, 
the government has been compelled to reassess critical as-
pects of relief efforts, including the costs of disbursement 
mechanisms, the dependency on benefi ciary databases, 
and the overall impact of relief support. 
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