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A social relief and economic stimulus package to save lives and livelihoods  

Over the last week or so a narrative emerged claiming that the government lacked the urgency to implement a 

second phase of the economic rescue plan. It was dragging its feet while what was needed was the boldness to 

rescue our economy and keep millions of South Africans from going to bed hungry. It was doing the saving 

lives part well; it was the saving livelihoods part that needed urgent attention. By making available an 

‘extraordinary coronavirus budget’ of R500 billion that will prop up businesses, subsidise wages, create new 

jobs and – above all – have a strong focus on the poor and the vulnerable, President Ramaphosa has gone a 

long way to answering that narrative, and has injected life into an economy that is being suffocated by   

COVID-19. 

Finding the necessary funding for the economic stimulus and social relief package meant that the government 

had to rob Peter to pay Paul – R130 billion of the R500 billion will be funded by reprioritising the current 

budget. President Ramaphosa probably had an easier task to convince his cabinet to find some money in the 

current budget than convincing them that approaching international institution like the IMF and the World 

Bank was necessary. There was resistance from within the ANC and its alliance partners to any loans from 

these institutions. For once, it seems, pragmatism has won in an ideological sparring match within the 

governing party. There do not seem any other options, and both the IMF and World Bank are making 

emergency funding available at low or zero interest, and without their usual conditionalities attached. 

It was encouraging to see that President Ramaphosa and his cabinet took to heart the proposals by civil society 

to top-up social security grants and to increase social relief for the unemployed. Putting money directly into 

the hands of people is arguably the best way of getting food on the table for people wrestling with hunger. The 

top-up money will help more than just the 18 million grant recipients because many of the recipients support 

entire households. The government will have to clarify if the child support grant top-up is per child or per 

household where the child resides. It is also encouraging that the government is providing a safety net, through 

the R350 Social Relief of Distress (SRD) grant to those not covered by an existing grant and who are 

unemployed. What was missing from the announcement were the eligibility criteria for the new grant – who 

will qualify, what documentation will be needed, etc. It is hoped that when the regulations are made public 

that they will be clear and unambiguous, and that the application process will be straightforward. 

It was good to see that the government is also recognizing the roles played by those participating in the informal 

economy. Over and above the R100 million assistance already given to SMMEs, spaza shop owners and other 

informal businesses, an additional amount of R2 billion will be made available to them. Waste pickers will 

also get some assistance. It also makes sense that the government find a better solution to work with informal 

traders so that they too can benefit from the extra business and thus stay afloat.   

Many of the measures announced, such as the R200 billion loan scheme to help businesses pay salaries, rents 

and suppliers; the R100 billion to protect and create jobs; and the R40 billion for income support for workers 

whose employers are not able to pay their wages, are easy to implement. However, there is a risk that other 



 

 

measures may be tripped up in implementation. For example, R20 billion has been made available to 

municipalities to provide emergency water supply, increased sanitizing of public transport, and providing food 

and shelter for the homeless. But the track record of most municipalities is appalling when it comes to service 

delivery, and guarantees must be given by government that municipalities who fail in their task will be dealt 

with. 

Government’s response to fighting the spread of COVID-19 has been excellent from a public health 

perspective; now the hope is that it will strive with the same zeal to implement economic and social welfare 

measures to save livelihoods and protect the economy.  
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