
South Africa’s Special COVID-19 Grant: 
A Brief Assessment of Coverage and Expenditure 
Dynamics

In response to the adverse economic effects 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the South African 
government expanded its system of social 
assistance through a short-term 6-month 
heterogeneous increase in all existing social 
grants. In addition though, the state introduced 
a special COVID-19 Social Relief of Distress 
(SRD) grant, set at R350 per month. 

The grant was instituted initially for six 
months from May to October 2020.and is 
targeted at individuals above the age of 18, 
unemployed, and neither receiving any 
income nor any other social grant or support 
from the UIF. 

Using pre-crisis data, Bhorat et al. (2020) 
estimated that up to 10 million individuals 
may be eligible for the grant. Together with 
the 8 million recipients (caregivers) and 13 
million beneficiaries (children) of the Child 
Support Grant, and 5 million recipients of other 
grants, we estimated that the ‘Ramaphosa 
COVID-19 social assistance package’ had the 
potential to reach 36 million people, or 63 
percent of the South African population. 

While the top-ups to existing grants have 
come to an end, the COVID-19 grant has 
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since been extended for an additional three 
months to January 2021. 

This follows findings that the grant reached 
over 4 million previously unreached individuals 
in the space of four months (equivalent to 
the growth of the grants system in the last 
decade), and that application for and receipt 
of the grant has been relatively pro-poor 
(Köhler and Bhorat, 2020). 

In this brief, we analyse aggregated adminis-
trative data provided by the National Treasury 
on applications, coverage, and expenditure of 
the COVID-19 grant over the last six months, 
and provide estimates on the expected coverage 
and cost of its 3-month extension. We disag-
gregate our analysis into two sections. 

The first considers the ‘Current’ period, which 
covers the period May to September 2020.  
We exclude October from this period given 
that, at the time of writing, the data was not 
yet available. 

We then consider coverage and cost implica-
tions for the ‘Future’ period, to account for the 
3-month extension of the grant to January 
2021, inclusive of October 2020. 
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Overall, a total of 9.15 million unique 
applications for the COVID-19 grant were 
considered between May and September 
2020. More than 18.5 million COVID-19 grants 
were distributed as of 17 October1,  indicative 
that several recipients received the grant 
more than once. Each application appears to 
have been reviewed on a monthly basis, with 
nearly 73 percent of applications (6.6 million) 
being made in May, decreasing to 830 000 
new applications in July, and 195 000 in 
September.

Figure 1 presents the evolution of the number 
of applications and recipients from May to 
September 2020. The total number of appli-
cations considered on a monthly basis rose 
by approximately 40 percent, from 6.6 million 
for May, to 9.2 million for September. 

Approximately two in every three applications 
were successful over the period, with the 

success rate declining marginally from 67
percent in May, to 66 percent in October, 
indicating that the increase in demand for 
the grant was close to on par with an increase
in applications approved. Whereas 4.4 million 
individuals were paid for in May, this increased 
to just under 5.7 million for September. 

There is, however, a slight gap between the 
number of recipients who were approved 
to receive the grant and the number 
who received payment. For example, at the 
height of this disparity in August, 10.3 percent 
of approved applications (or about 620 000 
of 6 million applications) were at the banking
process bottleneck and not been paid. In 
September, this proportion of approved 
applications in the banking bottleneck 
decreased to 5.8 percent. 

We also observe substantial variation in the 
number of COVID-19 grants distributed across 

2 Coverage and Expenditure: May – September 2020

2.1 Current Grant Coverage

1 As per the Department of Social Development: Source: https://twitter.com/The_DSD/status/1317367240027742213

provinces. Table 1 presents the pro-
vincial distribution of the num-
ber of COVID-19 grants from 
May to September 2020. 

Regardless of month, the highest 
number of grants were distrib-
uted to recipients in Gauteng 
and Kwazulu-Natal, collectively 
accounting for nearly half (44%) 
of all grants distributed from 
May to September. The lowest 
shares of all grants distributed 
were to recipients in the North-
ern Cape (1.9%) and the Free 
State (5.4%). 

The highest number of grants 
(8.6 million) were distributed 
in July, but the number distrib-
uted grew substantially over 

Figure 1: Applications and recipients of the COVID-19 grant, 
May to September 2020

Source: Authors’ own calculations. Data provided by National Treasury. 

mailto:https://twitter.com/The_DSD/status/1317367240027742213?subject=
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Table 1: COVID-19 Grant Disbursement, by Province: 
May to September 2020 (‘000s)

Authors’ own calculations. Source: Data provided by National Treasury. 

the period (more than 3 000 percent). The 
Eastern Cape and Northern Cape saw the 
largest relative increases of 6 500 percent 
and 4 600 percent respectively, whereas Kwa-
zulu-Natal saw the largest absolute increase 
of 742 000 grants. Of the 3.2 million more 
grants distributed in September relative to 
May, three provinces (Gauteng, Kwazulu-
Natal, and Eastern Cape) accounted for about 
56 percent.

Unemployment serves as one key eligibility
criterion of the COVID-19 grant. As one meas-
ure of targeting efficacy, we compute intra-
provincial ratios calculated as the mean 
number of grants distributed from May to 
September as a proportion of the number of 
unemployed individuals (based on the QLFS 
2020:2). We employ both the narrow and 
broad definitions of unemployment, consid-

Table 2: COVID-19 Grant Disbursements and Unemployment 
Levels, Within Province

Authors’ own calculations. Source: Data provided by National Treasury; QLFS 2020:2 
(StatsSA). Notes: [1] Unemployment estimates weighted using relevant sampling weights. 
[2] Mean number of COVID-19 grants distributed calculated as the within-province mean 
from May to September 2020.

ering that the latter includes discouraged 
work-seekers, which may be more appropriate 
than the narrow definition in the context of 
a national lockdown. These estimates are 
presented in Table 2.

Our results suggest then that nationally, in 
the average month across the current period, 
about 3.4 million COVID-19 grants were 
distributed. Given that there were 4.3 million

and 10.3 million unemployed individ-
uals in 2020:2 by the narrow and 
broad definitions, respectively – we 
estimate that 0.78 COVID-19 grants 
were distributed for every unemployed 
individual in the country using the 
narrow definition, but only 0.33 
grants using the broad definition.  

Considering inter-provincial variation, 
Mpumalanga, Limpopo, and Kwazulu-
Natal exhibit the largest narrow 
unemployment ratios. For every 
unemployed individual in Mpumalanga, 
1.67 COVID-19 grants were distributed, 

followed by 1.44 grants in Limpopo and 1.40 
grants in Kwazulu-Natal. 

The lowest narrow unemployment ratios are 
observed for Gauteng (0.45) and Western 
Cape (0.50). On the other hand, considering 
the broad unemployment ratios, Limpopo, 
Free State, and Kwazulu-Natal exhibited the 
highest ratios of 0.46, 0.40, and 0.38, respectively.  

It is important to note that on the 
expanded definition, none of the 
provinces delivered grants in excess 
of the expanded unemployment 
numbers. 

The above ratios strictly consider 
within-province absolute levels of 
COVID-19 grants and unemployment 
relative to one another. However, it 
is important to account for the fact 
that different provinces account
for different shares of national
unemployment. To this end, we estimate 
ratios calculated as a given province’s 
share of the number of COVID-19 
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Figure 2: COVID-19 Grant and Unemployment Distribu-
tions, By Province

Authors’ own calculations. Source: Data provided by National Treasury; QLFS 
2020:2 (StatsSA). Notes: [1] Ratios in excess of 1 indicate that the provincial share of 
grants distributed is larger than the provincial share of national unemployment.  

grants distributed in the average month 
from May to September, divided by the 
province’s share of national unemploy-
ment (again using both definitions). 
These ratios are presented in Figure 2. 
A ratio in excess of 1 indicates that the 
provincial share of grants distributed 
nationally is larger than the provincial 
share of national unemployment – 
another indicator of cross-provincial 
targeting efficacy.

Using the narrow definition of unem-
ployment then, it is clear that Mpumalanga
yields the highest ratio, at 2.13, of COVID-19 
grants relative to the province’s share of 
national unemployment. Another way 
to think of this, is that the province is 
over-claiming CPVOD-19 grants relative 
to its share of the unemployed. 

2.2. Current Grant Expenditure

Alternatively, provinces such as the Eastern 
Cape, Western Cape, and Gauteng – on the 
narrow definition of unemployment – are 
potentially under-claiming relative to their 
share of national unemployment. Using the 
broad definition, however, these shares are
similar, reflected by the ratio close to 1 – suggest-

ing that the grant has been effective in targeting 
both active and discouraged work-seekers at 
the provincial level. Notably, Gauteng exhibits 
the smallest ratio value, regardless of unem-
ployment definition, despite the province 
accounting for one of the highest shares of 
COVID-19 grants distributed nationally.

Between May and September 2020, a total 
of about R5.9 billion was paid out for the COVID-19 
grant. However, the distribution of expendi-
ture by month varied widely. Table 3 presents 

Table 3: COVID-19 Grant Expenditure, By Province: May to 
September 2020 (R millions)

Authors’ own calculations. Source: Data provided by National Treasury. 

the distribution of monthly expenditure 
on the COVID-19 grant by province from 
May to September 2020. Whereas 
approximately R36.6 million was 
spent in May, just under R1 billion 
was spent in June, and over R3 billion 
in July. In other words, whereas just 
0.62 percent of total expenditure 
between May and September was 
spent in May, nearly half (43 percent) 
was spent in the month of July alone. 

This is because, in some instances, 
the month in which many individuals 
applied for the grant did not coincide 

with the month they were actually paid. For 
instance, just 105 000 grants were distributed 
in May, whereas 70 percent of applications 
(6.6 million) were made in May, as discussed 
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3. Coverage and Expenditure: October 2020 – January 2021

above. This delay is likely attributable to the 
verification process and the general set-up 
costs of administering what was effectively a 
new national grant. Several individuals were 
paid for two-months’ worth of grants in a single 
payment. For instance, 8.63 million grants 
were distributed in July, despite there being 
5.5 million recipients for the month. This has 
implications for expenditure, as exhibited by 
the variation in spending between months. 

Although the distribution of expenditure of 
the COVID-19 grant somewhat resembles 
a bell curve which aligns with the timing of 
the peak of the virus, the increase in uptake 

of the grant has varied widely by province.
In relative terms, the highest increases 
between May and September were seen in 
the Eastern Cape, where R2.4 million was 
spent on the grant in May, but R161 million 
in September (equivalent to a nearly 6 500
percent increase in expenditure). The Eastern 
Cape is followed by the Northern Cape and 
Mpumalanga. However, in all months, the
highest levels of expenditure were experi-
enced in Gauteng and Kwazulu-Natal. 
Collectively, these two provinces accounted for 
nearly half (44%) of all COVID-19 grant 
expenditure from May to September.

3.1. Future Grant Coverage

We now consider the period covering 
October 2020 to January 2021, 
inclusive of the three-month exten-
sion of the COVID-19 grant, noting 
of course that this would be based 
on simulated data estimates. To 
reiterate, we include October here 
given that, at the time of writing, 
the data for the month was not yet 
available. As shown in Table 4, if we 
assume that the monthly number 
of grants distributed remains constant 
at September 2020 levels, we 

5

Table 4: Projected COVID-19 Grants Distribution, October 
2020 to January 2021 (‘000s)

Authors’ own calculations. Source: Data provided by National Treasury; QLF 2020:2 (Stats-
SA). Notes: [1] Estimates based on September 2020 level of COVID-19 grants of 3.26 million 
grants per month.

estimate that the extension of the grant 
from November 2020 to January 2021 will result 
in 9.8 million additional COVID-19 grants 
being distributed over the three-month exten-
sion period. 

We also compute the national-level ratios of 
the mean number of grants distributed per 
month from October to January as a proportion 
of the number of unemployed individuals 
using both the narrow and broad definitions, 
based on the QLFS 2020:2 data. If the monthly
number of grants distributed remains constant 
at September 2020 levels, and the number of 
unemployed remain constant at 2020:2 levels 
(two assumptions which are however likely to

change), we estimate that for every searching
unemployed individual in the country, 0.76 
COVID-19 grants will be distributed per 
month from October to January. When 
discouraged work-seekers are included under 
the broad definition, this ratio decreases by 
more than 50 percent to 0.32.

If instead of this assumption of constant take-up, 
we rather assume the number of COVID-19 
grants distributed monthly will be 10 percent, 
20 percent, or 30 percent larger than September 
2020 levels, we estimate that the extension 
of the grant will result in 10.8 million, 11.7 million, 
and 12.7 million grants being distributed over 
the three-month extension period, respectively.
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Table 5: Projected Future COVID-19 Grant Expenditure, 
October 2020 to January 2021 (R millions)

Authors’ own calculations. Source: Data provided by National Treasury. 
Notes: [1] Estimates based on September 2020 level of COVID-19 grant expenditure of 
R1.14 billion per month. 

Considering the ratios, we estimate that 
for every searching unemployed individual 
in the country, 0.83, 0.91, and nearly 1 (0.99) 
COVID-19 grant(s) will be distributed per 
month from October to January under the 10
percent, 20 percent, and 30 percent assump-
tions, respectively. Using the broad definition 
of unemployment, the ratio rises from 0.32 

assuming a September 2020 level of take-up,
to 0.41 assuming a take-up of September 
2020 levels plus 30 percent. Ultimately then, 
it is clear that should take-up rates rise by 
30 percent in the period to January 2021, the 
number of grants distributed will be equivalent 
to close to all the narrowly unemployed in 
the country.

3.2. Future Grant Expenditure

Considering future expenditure of the COVID-19 
grant, if we assume that the monthly COVID-19 
grant expenditure remains constant at September 
2020 levels, we estimate that the extension 

4:  COVID-19 Grant Expenditure in a Relative Context:
Current and Future Periods

Assuming constant take-up at September 
2020 levels, we estimate that over the whole 
period from May 2020 to January 2021, a total of 
just under 30 million COVID-19 grants would 
have been distributed. This is equivalent to 

Table 6: Projected COVID-19 Grant Coverage, May 2020 to 
January 2021 (‘000s)

Authors’ own calculations. Source: Data provided by National Treasury; QLF 2020:2 
(StatsSA). 
Notes: [1] Estimates based on September 2020 level of COVID-19 grants of 3.26 million 
grants per month.

3.3 million grants being distributed in the average 
month. Using our measure of targeting efficacy,
we estimate that if we assume take-up grows 
by 10 percent, 20 percent, or 30 percent relative 
to September 2020 levels, then the estimated 

total grows to 31.1 million – 33.7 million 
COVID-19 grants distributed over the 
period, or between 3.5 million and 
3.8 million in the average month.

Using our measure of targeting 
efficacy, we estimate that for every 
unemployed individual in the country, 
0.77 – 0.87 COVID-19 grants will have 
been distributed under the narrow 
definition, and 0.32 – 0.37 under the 
broad definition.

of the grant from November 2020 to 
January 2021 will result in over R3.4 
billion in additional expenditure.

If instead of this assumption of constant 
take-up, we rather assume the number 
of grants distributed monthly will be 
10 percent, 20 percent, or 30 percent 
larger than September 2020 levels, 
then we estimate that the extension 
of the grant will result in R3.8 billion, 

R4.1 billion, and R4.5 billion in additional 
expenditure respectively, over the total future 
period.
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To put the above COVID-19 grant expenditure 
values into perspective, we make comparisons to 
other government macroeconomic and fiscal 
estimates including Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP), total consolidated fiscal expenditure, 
and total social assistance expenditure. We 
use the latest revised spending estimates, as 
per National Treasury’s 2020 Medium-Term 
Budget Policy Statement (MTBPS) presented 
in October, and the MTBPS forecast of a 7.8 
percent contraction in real GDP for 2020 
relative to 2019 levels. 

Authors’ own calculations. Source: Data provided by National Treasury; 2020 MTBPS (Na-
tional Treasury, 2020).

Table 7 shows that the cost of the 
COVID-19 grants distributed between 
May and September was equivalent 
to 0.126 percent of GDP, 0.29 percent 
of total consolidated fiscal expend-
iture, and 2.7 percent of total social 
assistance expenditure. If these 
grants were distributed at the same 
level as in September, we estimate 
that for the October to January period, 
the distribution would cost a further 
0.1 percent of GDP, 0.22 percent of 
total consolidated fiscal expendi-

Table 8: Relative COVID-19 Grant Expenditure: Varied Take-
Up Assumptions

Authors’ own calculations. Source: Data provided by National Treasury; 2020 , and MT-
BPS (National Treasury, 2020).

ture, and 2.1 percent of total social 
assistance expenditure. 

This would bring the total COVID-19 
grant expenditure from May 2020 
to January 2021 to R10.4 billion, 
equivalent to 0.22 percent of GDP, 
0.51 percent of total fiscal consol-
idated expenditure, and nearly 5 
percent of total social assistance 
expenditure.

The total cost of the COVID-19 grant from 
May 2020 to January 2021 of R10.4 billion (0.22 
percent of GDP) above is under the assumption 
that the level of monthly grant expenditure 
remains constant at September 2020 levels 
(3.3 million grants per month) between 
October 2020 and January 2021. If instead, we 
assume that the number of grants distributed 
increases by 10 percent, 20 percent, or 30 
percent, we estimate the total expenditure 
for the May 2020 to January 2021 period to 
increase to 0.233 percent, 0.243 percent and 
0.253 percent of GDP, respectively – as shown 
in Table 8.

5:  Conclusion
This brief input has presented an overview on 
the impact of the COVID-19  grant in terms 
of applications, coverage and expenditures 
for both the current and extension periods. 
Between May and September 2020, a total of 
about R5.9 billion was paid out for the grant. 
Even if the COVID-19 grant was scaled up by 
30 percent for the extension period, it would 

not exceed the R6.8 billion allocation that 
was announced in the 2020 Medium Term 
Budget Policy Statement. Our figures show 
that at September 2020 disbursement rates, 
the extension period would cost R3.4 billion. 
If the grant is scaled up by 30 percent, total 
expenditure would cost R4.4 billion, reaching  
an equivalent of 99 percent of the unemployed 
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population when using the narrow definition 
of unemployment, or 41 percent when using 
the broad definition. 

South Africa – like most countries – has 
adopted expansionary fiscal measures to 
mitigate the adverse economic effects of the 
pandemic. Our analysis showed that if grant 
distribution remained constant at September 
2020 levels, total expenditure for the May 

2020 - January 2021 period would amount 
to 0.22 percent of GDP, 0.51 percent of total 
consolidated fiscal expenditures and 4.7 percent 
of total social assistance expenditure.  

Though the country is facing significant debt 
challenges, these measures are necessary to 
assist in containing the spread of the virus 
while protecting livelihoods.
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