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Introduction 

The department has a Constitutional and mandatory obligation to provide services to the most vulnerable in society. 

There is so much to reflect on in terms of making social services available and scaling up effective strategies and 

interventions that give hope to the most vulnerable. Faced with a novel virus with no existing blueprint on how to 

react, the response from government and the Social Development leadership in particular, has largely been 

decisive, co-ordinated, well communicated and backed by a close relationship with Business and Civil society. 

International experience suggests that a lockdown is the best response from a public health perspective, but the 

economic impacts are devastating for South African households. South Africa already has very high rates of 

poverty, unemployment and inequality, and the effects of lockdown on work and earnings threaten to exacerbate 

all these dynamics. More people will become poor, and the depth of poverty will be greater. More people will go 

hungry. 

The MEC Me Mamiki Qabathe, The Head of the Department, Managers,  Community practitioners, social workers, 

health professionals, security personnel, other support staff, civil society and business, have been hard at work, 

towards easing the hardships experienced by the most vulnerable since the outbreak of Covid-19.  

This article focuses on some of the noble interventions that we continue to observe amid an epidemic that is 

wreaking havoc in our country.   

Extending the reach of social grants 

As at end of March 2020, SASSA, Free State, paid out a total of 1,038 

651 social grants per month. About 705 920 were Child Support 

Grants, (Source: SOCPEN). Social grants play an important role in 

mitigating the effects of poverty for children and their families. Multiple 

studies have found receipt of a child support grant is linked to improved 

nutritional and health outcomes for children as well as numerous other 

positive effects in addition to reducing income poverty. 

The Department and its social partners, led by the honourable MEC 

Me Mamiki Qabathe embarked on a massive drive using different 

communication platforms, such as radio stations, local churches, 

dissemination of pamphlets, social media, community outreach 

programmes and site visits to inform and empower communities 

across the length and breadth of the Province about the work of 

government during this extremely difficult time. Some of the visits to 

the pay-points, provided an opportunity to observe that social grant 

beneficiaries receive their grants and food parcels with dignity.  

The amount that government is paying to social grant recipients, is 

meant to push the frontiers of poverty. The President announced an 

increase in the amounts of the different categories of social grants, 

starting in May 2020 until end of October 2020. The increases in 

social grants by government, (though temporary), and the introduction 

of the Covid-19 Social Relief of Distress are an immediate and feasible 

route to protecting children, their families and the unemployed. This 

intervention by government provides some cushioning against 

immediate food security and the risks of associated unrest. (Source: Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town, 

1 April 2020)  

Augmenting the Child Support Grant (CSG) and other Social Grants, has been described as the ‘quickest, simplest 

way to reach the poorest South African’. Based on careful modelling, economists have found that: 



● The CSG is well targeted to the poorest household, and to women (as children are overwhelmingly in the 

care of women); and 
● An increase in the grant amount could mitigate the broader economic effects of recession in that it would 

make it possible for poor households to increase consumption spending, thereby supporting the informal 

sector and helping to stimulate the economy. 
 

Household food and nutrition strategy 

To combat poverty and hunger, the department implements the Household 

Food and Nutrition Strategy. 

Government saw a need for the department to get involved in this space. In 

the past, the department had soup kitchens across the country and provinces, 

but it was felt South Africans needed more. 

The department then introduced Community Nutrition Development 

Centres (CNDCs) across Provinces. The idea is to get people under one 

space for them to receive food and at the same time create or establish 

developmental programmes and projects and ultimately get out of the system 

and sustain themselves. There are 46 CNDCs across the Province. 

Within these centres, the department is also able to encourage beneficiaries 

to establish food gardens, distribute school uniforms as well as provide 

information on entrepreneurial activities. This is done in partnership with 

various partners and stakeholders. 

In order to mitigate the impact brought by the lockdown on the most 

vulnerable communities, the National Department of Social Development 

joined efforts with the Solidarity Fund to 

deliver about 11500 food parcels to the 

most distressed communities of the Free 

State, utilising the existing Provincial Food 

Distribution Centre (PFDC) and the 

CNDCs network. Furthermore, the 

National Lotteries Commission 

appointed eight (8) Non Profit. 

Organisations to procure and distribute 

food parcels in the Province. Services continue to be rendered in partnership with various stakeholders, namely 

SASSA, Red Cross, the National Development Agency, Civil Society and Business. 

 

Appointment of Social Workers 

The fiscus is under enormous strain. Even 

before the immediate costs of the Covid-

19 response, South Africa has a budget 

that exceeds tax revenue, and a junk 

status rating that will make borrowing 

difficult and expensive. With Covid-19 

threatening to destroy the fabric of our 

society, 92 social workers will be 



appointed on contract to strengthen service delivery at the coalface across the Province.  

Tackling gender-

based violence 

One of the services 

offered by the 

department is its 

Gender-Based 

Violence Command 

Centre (GBVCC). 

It is important for all vulnerable people to know about this essential service and to have the GBVCC’s contact 

number. The service is a 24-hour call centre dedicated to providing support and counselling to victims of gender-

based violence. This call centre is also linked to the police by a tool called 

geo-location, whereby the caller’s location can be traced, especially if the 

person is under attack. 

In the Free State, there are six shelters and one safe-house providing victim 

empowerment programmes to primary and secondary victims of abuse. 

During the lockdown only two victims were admitted.  During the seven day 

ease period, most victims and their children were released to go home where 

reunification was possible and this decision was based on the social workers 

assessments. 

Other key Interventions during lockdown 

Implementation of various Covid-19 regulations and Protocols, including 

establishment of Covid-19 Coordinating team, Steering Committee and 

active participation in Provincial  and District Joint Committees, among 

others. 

Eleven temporary shelters for the homeless and for those living in the streets 

were activated in four districts. Over 317 homeless people received 

psychosocial services, meals and other essential services. Challenges 

experienced at the facilities, include, absence of basic resources, such as hot 

water, absence of showers, inadequate security at the facilities resulting in escapes, and managing beneficiaries 

with a plethora of social ills. 

Services in government facilities continue to be 

provided. Due to restrictions prohibiting visitation, 

psychosocial services were provided to the 

residents, including sharing information and 

creating awareness on the implications and the 

impact of Covid-19. 

After care and reunification services were rendered 

to the 54 families of South African students 

repatriated from WUHAN. 



Social workers and Probation officers continue to render crisis work and statutory services in terms of children in 

conflict with the law.  

Officials rendering essential services have also been taken care of, 

through ensuring that the department complies with all protocols pertaining 

to the management of the work environment and provision of sanitizers, 

personal protective equipment and decontamination of offices and 

government facilities. 

Other key interventions included the following: 

● Extension of 2019/2020  Memorandum of Agreements; 
● Training officials on screening and testing; and 
● Robust outreach work by the MEC using various social media 

platforms to talk about Covid-19 regulations and protocols, 

distribution of food parcels and essential basic items, such as 

mattresses, blankets and other commodities. 

Conclusion 

If the department and its social partners are to navigate what will be a 

challenging economic and geo-political post Covid-19 landscape, the good 

work that is being done right now will have to be sustained. Unfortunately an out of control pandemic, will have a 

disastrous impact on so many levels, such as the following: 

Labour 

Short term retrenchments, unavailability of work opportunities, especially low and medium skilled workers. 

Business 

Lost production time due to sick leave and quarantines and public transport losses as people avoid public transport, 

such as taxis, trains and buses. 

Communities 

Where public health is already at full capacity, it will be difficult to access medical services, potentially leading to 

higher mortality rates exacerbated by underlying disease burden. 

The poor and vulnerable 

The poor and vulnerable may find it more difficult to recover from the outbreak due unemployment, lower 

accumulated savings, and the impact of funerals and loss of breadwinner income. This will put a strain on SASSA’s 

social grant budget and a further demand for social services. 

Government 

Unsustainable public finances, increased need to reprioritise towards health while reducing spending in other 

priority areas. (Source: National Treasury briefing to JT standing Committee and Select Committee on Finance 

and Appropriations, 30 April 2020). 
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