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Unemployment: a crisis before Covid-19
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Youth unemployment

With a social protection gap for the unemployed
• For unemployed people without access to UIF or any other form of grant support – even if indirect
• Eg the Child Support Grant (recognising that it doesn’t technically support the caregiver)
• Mainly young men fall in the gap
• Not a good recipe for a society.

The Covid crisis
• Hunger rising
• Poverty and inequality foregrounded
• Role of informal sector as a cushion removed from the
equation
• Food parcels too limited
• Food vouchers in play…
• What about a Special Covid Grant?
• PMO sets up task team.
The SRD grant and the Caregivers Allowance for CSG recipients are
progressively targeted and reach the poorest deciles better than other forms of
support.

“Only a crisis - actual or perceived - produces real change.
When that crisis occurs, the actions that are taken depend
on the ideas that are lying around.
“That, I believe, is our basic function: to develop
alternatives to existing policies, to keep them alive and
available until the politically impossible becomes the
politically inevitable.”
― Milton Friedman
I know, I know. But it’s such a good quote! J
SALDRU simulations from NIDS 2017 data (2020).

WHY a Special Covid Grant? That part was clear.
The real question was: HOW?

• Increasing the CSG was technically easy.
• But could we seize the opportunity to close the social
protection gap?
• Many SASSA offices were closed.
• Queues had to be avoided. Existing methods of means-testing
were out of the question.
• People would have to register, be vetted.
• Payment systems would have to avoid ID theft, phishing and
fraud but reach the unbanked.
• The fiscal space was extremely constrained – it was clear the
target number had to be brought below about 8 million to even
get the proposal on the table.
• So targeting of the poorest had to be robust
• It took a full year to upload CSG beneficiaries into the banking
system – could we really roll out a new grant in 6 weeks? Could
we rely on implementation capacity?
• To promise a grant and then fail to deliver it would be high risk
indeed – who would be brave enough to say: “Let’s do it!” ?

Joined up data could avoid traditional means
testing…
• In theory: physical means-testing could be avoided by joining up Home Affairs data and then excluding
all those on UIF, PAYE, SASSA, NSFAS etc.
• Small problem:
• The data had never been joined up before.
• These data-sets sit in different departments, under different mandates, regulatory frameworks,
privacy regimes, in different and often incompatible data systems…..
• It required permissions from every DG, there were legal issues, IT challenges….
• But it was a deal-breaker – there was no other way…..
• So, who within the state COULD do this? In the time frames?

Joining up the data
Well……
actually…
Yes, we can!

And they did….

• How could applicants be registered, vetted –
and securely paid?
• Enter the Special Payments Task Team.
• Under the leadership of the Reserve Bank
supported by the Payments Association of SA
(PASA) and many banks and fintech organisations.
• With the banks etc allowed to collaborate
because of a suspension of the Competition Act
in the context of COVID.

Steps in the grantmaking process
• On-boarding:
• registration
• verification (which includes authentication)
• approval.
•

Disbursement and pay-out process:
• payment funding
• value stores (namely whether it’s a bank
account, a cash wallet for e-vouchers or food
vouchers etc.)
• Disbursement

• Reconciliation:
• auditability, traceability and transparency.
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E2E Process from the Special Task Team

Virtual Closed Network

Areas of innovation

Virtual Closed Network
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The point:
• Yes, a crisis creates opportunities for change. ‘For the politically impossible to become inevitable.’
• But it’s not enough for the rationale to be good.
• The dealbreaker will often be:
• not whether it should be done – but HOW it CAN be done.
• Too often, policy prescripts stop at the rationale: at the demand; the statement of need.
• These matter, of course.
• What gets it over the line, however, is how it CAN be done. This requires detailed work on
implementation systems, technologies, and buy-in from institutions.
• Policy change is only partly about evidence. It’s crucially about political economy. About strategy and
tactics. About a plausible implementation design.
• As well as seizing the moment, of course.

PS. The chances of converting the SRD to a BIG?
• Again, this is less about whether it is desirable than whether it is do-able.
• In the initial phase, this question was about technical feasibility.
• Now, it’s about fiscal feasibility. Where will the money come from? What are the
resultant trade-offs? There are some.
• One factor in this mix is the extent to which such a policy will have stimulus effects on
the wider economy. Can it contribute to growth? There is global evidence that it will.
But we need local evidence.
• Right now – there is a call for research proposals from AFD to look at our own
evidence on this question.

BUILDING A SOCIETY
THAT WORKS
The Presidential
Employment Stimulus
Could we create jobs
at scale – in hostile
timeframes?
With just a 5 month
implementation
window?

How did we do
so far?
Lessons in
designing for
scale
With a focus on
qualitative
outcomes
And social
value creation.

Overall:
84% youth
66% women

Case Studies

The Basic Education Employment Initiative

319,482 young people placed
as school assistants
Teachers assistants: 187 654
General assistants: 130 344
At over 23,000 schools
At the National Minimum Wage
72,3% had never been employed
before
65% women

Social value creation:
- Over 94% of teachers and principals want it to continue.
- In hard times for schools, it enhanced the learning environment.

For 94,2%: a positive experience
Spatial equity
Reaching every poor community

DALRRD: Production Input Vouchers
For Subsistence Farmers

57% women
51% youth
9% with Disabilities

Over 84,000 applicants now verified
Using 1,464 agricultural graduates
With subsistence farmers now geo-spatially
referenced for the first time

“You know how it is. The community always keeps
us informed. So I kept hearing about this ‘PES’
“.”research, I applied
programme. After doing some
on my cellphone. I had no problems doing it. And
every cent really helped. Although it would have
been nice if it had been enough to invest in water
pipes.”
Nozipho Cekwane from Impendle received a voucher to
the value of R5,300.

“This support allows young
farmers like ourselves to
dream beyond small-time
farming. Our belief is that if
we put in hard work, we will
be rewarded for it.”

Phindile Ngcoya
Vegetable farmer, Richmond
Kwazulu Natal

“How on earth did
they know that we
needed such help?
It has lifted me up
and made me the
happiest woman.”

Pig farmer, Nomusa
Khanyile, KZN

• The context of crisis created pressure to
take risks because the risks of inaction so
strongly foregrounded.
• Doing things differently entails risk,
implementation is complex and not everything
will go smoothly.
• The challenge: to embed gains, lessons and
innovation.
• How do we optimize the stimulus effects of
these instruments?

