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Abstract

This paper draws from findings of a 2-year longitudinal study evaluating the Department of Social Development (DSD)’s services in the 21 ISRDP and URP nodes. The findings show that members of communities in the nodes agree with DSD’s identification of children, women, the elderly and the disabled as key vulnerable groups. However community members identify additional vulnerable groups, of which the unemployed is a critical category. In the context of structural employment, the unemployed are highlighted as a category requiring systematic social support. Child support, old age and disability grants are crucial for the day to day survival of many households, especially in rural areas. However, the effectiveness of these grants is reduced because grants are shared within extended households that have limited other sources of income. There is currently both a very significant “missing middle” that is not targeted for systematic support, and a situation where the impact of existing grants is being diluted. Recommendations include considering grants at a household rather than individual level, and considering the provision of universal rather than targeted grants to respond to the crisis of survival of poor households in South Africa.

Introduction
This paper addresses the extent to which existing social grants in South Africa are realising their maximum effectiveness in alleviating poverty for those they are targeted at, and what additional support might be required to maximise effectiveness. South Africa has got one of the most comprehensive social security systems in Africa. Alongside paid work, social grants are the most important source of income for poor households across South Africa. In rural areas, social grants often are the main source of income for poor households.

However, the grants are conditional to the extent that they target those who are not expected to fully participate in the labour market—children, the elderly and those with disabilities
. This assumes that those falling in the economically active population have some possibility of earning sufficient income through employment.
Description of research methodology

The research is based on a 2-year longitudinal evaluation of Department of Social Development (DSD) services in the 21 Integrated Sustainable Rural Development Programme (ISRDP) and Urban Renewal Programme (URP) nodes in South Africa
. The qualitative survey was carried out by Strategy and Tactics (S&T)
. A total of 8,387 interviews were conducted across the 21 nodes, providing a statistically sound sample. For the qualitative research researchers worked with DSD in each node to identify two settlements in each node that represented contrasting conditions (for example, a small town and a rural village or farmlands). The methodology was based on community livelihoods analysis processes, using a range of participatory methodologies, including well-being ranking and social group identification, where participants identified appropriate and significant vulnerable groups; timelines that included the elderly and the youth; and Venn diagrams to analyse services and service providers
. Groups of people identified at community-level as being vulnerable then participated in category-specific focus group discussions. The research teams also met separately with service providers, project beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries. The evaluation started in 2006 and will continue until mid-2008.
Identifying vulnerable groups
DSD at national level has identified specific groups that are to be prioritised for support from the Department. The broad categories are the ‘poorest of the poor’, the ‘vulnerable’ and the ‘marginalised’
. The ‘poorest of the poor’ includes people subjected to capital asset poverty (lack of visible assets and food), income poverty (lack of income, limited access to basic services) and human capital poverty (lack of access to skills and education). The ‘vulnerable’ comprises children, orphans, the elderly, people living with HIV and AIDS, abused women as well as unskilled and unemployed youth. The ‘marginalised’ include people that are members of a stigmatised or excluded group (such as the disabled, people living with HIV and AIDS, widows and the elderly), living in remote rural areas where there is limited access to opportunities and limited knowledge base in respect of human rights. 
Using the participatory methodologies described above, researchers verified these groups as the most vulnerable, but participants in the research also identified additional groups they felt should be considered vulnerable. These included groups as diverse as single and teenage mothers, ex-convicts, farm workers (including evicted farm workers), retrenched mine workers, the homeless and sex workers
.
But the most consistent category across all nodes was the unemployed, who were identified as a vulnerable group that required urgent support. The unemployed are not a small category of people in the nodes. The S&T survey of the nodes that accompanied the qualitative work - the most detailed of its kind to date in the ISRDP and URP nodes - showed 79% unemployment in the rural nodes and 62% in the urban nodes, with a combined average of almost 72% (figure 1 below). Unemployment in the nodes is also chronic: 75% of those who were unemployed in rural nodes at the time of the survey had been unemployed for more than four years. In the urban nodes this was 61%
.

Figure 1: Unemployment in ISRDP & URP nodes, 2006
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Source: Everatt, Smith & Solanki, 2006:7
The ISRDP nodes are areas of the country that were selected as nodes precisely because of the extreme poverty that characterises them. These areas were deliberately underdeveloped under apartheid precisely to be areas of limited or no economic activity where the population was forced to migrate to seek work elsewhere, and where rudimentary state welfare kept most people just above the starvation line. The national and regional economies remain structured around the historical reality of the homelands as under-developed reservoirs of cheap labour. There may be sporadic opportunities to capture a niche market for some product or other, but generally speaking most markets are saturated and so dominated by established large-scale interests that there are few new opportunities.
This legacy was compounded by the economic restructuring that has taken place in these areas - especially the rural nodes that were based on the former homeland areas of Qwa-Qwa, Lebowa, KwaZulu, Ciskei and Transkei. Rising unemployment both within and outside these nodes has reinforced their marginal location in the national economy. Job losses outside the nodes have resulted in some return migration. For example in the Free State, the provincial mining industry shed more than 60,000 jobs between 1996 and 2002 (50% of total employment on Free State mines). In 1996 Maluti had an unemployment rate of 27%, but by 2001 this had risen to 34%, and this was at least partly attributed to migrant workers returning to settle in Qwa-Qwa
. Inside the nodes, unemployment rose with the abandonment of state subsidies for industrial decentralisation, which was an apartheid attempt to get industries to locate near homelands with cheap source of labour who would not have to live in ‘white’ South Africa
. This was combined with a slashing of employment in the former homelands as the public administrative system was rationalised and costs were cut in the early- to mid-1990s
.
On top of the large-scale employment losses that affected the former homeland areas inordinately hard, other sources of income to poor rural households were also slowing because of social and economic changes. Studies in the Transkei in the early 1980s indicated that more than two-thirds of the income of poor and middle-income households came from remittances
. A large national poverty survey conducted in 1993 (the ‘SALDRU survey’)
 showed that 25-29% of rural households and 30-32% of all households, were dependent on remittances at that time (whether the remittances were reliable or unreliable)
. However, changes in social structure and employment, that had their roots in the economic decline of the 1970s and 1980s, have had the effect of eliminating remittances as a central source of income for poor rural households. Rising unemployment the expansion of the pension system in the late apartheid period
 contributed to this, as did growing urbanisation, as rural kin with urban connections moved to towns
. More recent data from the S&T survey indicates that less than 10% of households even had remittances as a source on income in the ISRDP/URP nodes in 2006 (figure 3 below). The overall result is rural households in the nodes with fewer sources of income and fewer possible opportunities to earn income than previously.
Social grants: an essential service
DSD identified social grants as one of the appropriate tools to respond to some of the needs of at least some of the sub-groups it identified in the categories of ‘poorest of the poor’, the ‘vulnerable’ and the ‘marginalised’. Across these categories, children, the aged and the disabled were primary targets for regular social grants. In September 2007, more than 12.2m people were recipients of regular grants. Children were the intended beneficiaries in more than 70% of cases. The elderly were the intended beneficiaries in 18% of cases, while the disabled were the intended beneficiaries in 11% of cases
. 
In the nodes, it is clear that rural households rely more on social grants than in urban nodes (figure 2 below). More than 58% of respondents to the S&T survey in the ISRDP nodes accessed child support grants, suggesting both an extremely high level of poverty and a high reliance on social grants. More than 36% of respondents in the ISRDP nodes also accessed old age grants. Although the figure was lower amongst urban respondents, it remains significant, with 37% accessing child support grants and 22% accessing old age grants. 
Figure 2: Access to grants in ISRDP and URP nodes
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Source: Strategy & Tactics survey data, 2006

One issue that was highlighted in the qualitative research work in the nodes was the administrative obstacles to greater take-up of grants (e.g. inability to get the necessary documentation, poor record-keeping, process too complicated, delays in processing grants, geographical isolation)
. In a number of nodes, community members defined the very poor as those who were eligible for grants but for one reason or another could not access them
. This points to greater demand than is currently being met.

In the context of high structural unemployment as described above, the grants are of critical importance in day-to-day survival of poor households in the nodes. The most important issue emerging from the ground, without exception, was the need for a consistent source of income for poor households
. Figure 3 below indicates the very high reliance on government grants as a source of income, especially in the rural nodes. This is even more pronounced if the disability grant and pensions are added to the generic ‘government grant’. In the urban areas, there is more of a balance between government grants and employment, although still more than 50% of households were getting grants as a source of income.
The importance of grants as reflected in these figures was confirmed in the qualitative interactions with members of communities living in the nodes. In Khayelitsha, for example, “there appears to be a growing reliance on pensions and other social grants to sustain households, with a significant number of households living off social grants as the only form of household income”
. In Umkhanyakude ISRDP node in KwaZulu-Natal, an example was given of “the sudden death of granny maNdlovu (married to old man Bhekayise Mchunu) [which] meant an automatic erosion of income to the family, leaving it dependent on two child grants and an erratic income from temporary jobs. One can easily say that the node is social grant dependent”
.
Figure 3: Activities that bring in income in ISRDP/URP nodes
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Source: Everatt, Smith & Solanki, 2006:9
The purpose of the grants is to provide a safety net for the eligible individual for as long as this is needed. The value of the grant is calculated with this in mind. However, the field evidence indicates that the intended beneficiaries of the grants are not receiving the full benefits of the grants. A key reason for this is that grants are being used to support large households as one of the only forms of income. For example, in Alexandra URP in Gauteng, participants in the qualitative research said: “Pensioners have moved down from one poverty level to another as they are supporting more and more family members on their pension grant. The pension is stretched to accommodate all the different needs of the household, with the pensioners having to forgo meals and medication. Young single parents have also moved down a poverty level, and although they are able to access the child support grant, they are unable to improve their situation as they battle to find work”
.
In Alfred Nzo ISRDP node: “social grants are of direct benefit to recipients of social grants, but increasingly they are providing support to their wider households. Conversely, those who are eligible for social grants but who are unable to access them for a variety of reasons become even more vulnerable as their condition is never addressed”
. In Bohlabela ISRDP node: “the social grants are in high demand as they assist families to pay for municipal services such as water and electricity, to pay school fees, and to put food on the table for beneficiaries and their families”
. Grants may even support individuals from neighbouring households without kin connections
. There is evidence in other countries of recipients redistributing portions of the grants to non-beneficiary households where targeting was not deemed to be accurate in their eyes, even if this meant diluting the transfer
.
In some cases, the small grant causes conflict within the household and may even make conditions worse for the planned beneficiary. In Alfred Nzo, it was reported that ““many older residents are physically or emotionally abused or have their pensions abused. Many are forced to look after their grandchildren”
.
A large proportion of the population falls within the economically active population and therefore do not qualify for a social grant, but also do not have any realistic chance of acquiring a regular income from employment or other sources.

Field evidence makes clear that poverty and vulnerability are widespread, and not merely confined to specific categories of people such as the elderly or orphans. Some groups, such as ex-mine workers, unemployed youth or the unemployed in general, often have as little hope of participating in income-generating productive activity as these specific groups do. There are other gaps in the system, for example older men are not eligible for grants, and this raises issues of undercoverage. The result is that social grants that are targeted for children and the aged must be distributed throughout the household, diluting their potential impact on the target beneficiaries.

Implications/recommendations

The research suggests that structurally unemployed people between 16 and 60 who are located between those targeted for social grants, are a “missing middle” in the current structure and allocation of social grants. Although patterns of intra-household sharing are not uniform it is evident that, since this ‘missing middle’ are from the same households as those receiving grants, grants are necessarily stretched to provide for them too. Grants therefore do not realise their maximum effectiveness, either in meeting the needs of their intended beneficiaries, or of covering all those who need urgently social support.
The individual targeting of grants fails to take into account the way that poor households pool their resources to provide some support to all - or even share with non-beneficiary households
 - even if it means diluting the impact on the individual who is meant to be the direct recipient. This suggests: i) that households rather than individuals should be taken as the unit of analysis for the calculation and provision of grants; and ii) that the provision of grants needs to be extended to those currently not covered.
One possibility that could be given renewed consideration is the extension of a universal income grant. Such a grant would benefit individuals in poor households by assisting the structurally unemployed, while simultaneously maximising the impact of existing grants by allowing them to be utilised in the main by the designated groups for which they are intended, i.e. children, the elderly and the disabled. This is not the place to elaborate on financing options, but work has been done on this
.
A universal grant can play a significant developmental role by redistributing resources, by enabling poor households and communities to build their asset base. A regular grant has the potential to stimulate local economic activity by creating the material conditions for the establishment of stokvels or savings clubs to generate finance to support small-scale income generating activities
. By building up a ‘capital stock’ over a number of years, social grant spending has a cumulative long-term impact and generates real returns in economic growth and fiscal savings in the long-term
.
Conclusion

Evidence from the evaluation indicates that social and economic restructuring has had a number of negative impacts on the nodes. Rising unemployment has meant a decline in direct (paid work) and indirect (remittances from working household members) income into poor households. Increasingly, poor households are relying on social grants provided by the state. It is clear that grants are shared by a far wider pool of people than they were intended to, reducing their effectiveness. Significant work has been done on proposals to expand the grant system to include the unemployed. Work in the nodes suggests this could improve the long-term outlook for poor households, as well as provide their members with opportunities to move into productive activity.
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