
Research has shown that South Africa’s interventions to curb the spread of the

SARS-CoV-2 virus, responsible for Coronavirus disease (COVID-19), while

applauded internationally, has had a significant and negative impact on

poverty in South Africa (Bridgman et al, 2020; Jain et al, 2020; Van den Berg,

2020). Furthermore, the prevalence of inequality has been highlighted with the

poorest and most vulnerable in society being hardest hit (Casale and

Shephed, 2020; May et al, 2020).

While government has implemented mechanisms to alleviate poverty, the

number of people living in poverty has increased since April 2020 concurrent to

increased unemployment. Loss of work and limited mobility due to restrictions

reducing the ability to generate or obtain income, has resulted in people who

are already struggling to put food on the table having to go hungry. Further

unintended consequences of the interventions include delayed healthcare
practices and depression (Nwosu and Oyenubi, 2021; Joska et al, 2020).

Reducing Poverty and Inequality in South Africa

What can be done to reduce poverty and inequality in SA as the country moves from containment to recovery?

The Academy of Science of South Africa (ASSAf) hosts a number of standing committees, tasked with providing

strategic direction to the Academy on key issues of strategic national relevance. The Standing Committee on the

Science for the Reduction of Poverty and Inequality (SCSfRPI) is one such committee. Last year, July 2020, the

committee was mandated by the ASSAf Council to focus on poverty and inequality in respect to the pandemic, and to
consult interdisciplinary science in the consideration of how to reduce poverty and inequality.

In response, the SCSfRPI conceptualised a webinar series that delved into the following themes:

1. What to do to reduce poverty and inequality?

2. How to fund interventions to reduce poverty?

3. What must be done if the state is to be capable of poverty and inequality reduction?

The notion of evidence-based advice received great attention in 2020 as the pandemic spread across the globe, and

scientists and decision-makers alike grappled with information and uncertainties in equal amounts. Therefore, the

intention of this webinar series is to present on the research findings, options and the debates associated with the

webinar theme, with a focus on how to bridge knowledge/praxis gaps. Emphasis will be placed on ways in which

scientific endeavour concerning poverty and inequality reduction, largely generated from the social sciences and the
humanities, can assist all spheres of government as well as society as a whole.

What to do to reduce poverty and inequality?

On Monday 10 May ASSAf, in partnership with the Studies in Poverty and Inequality Institute (SPII), hosted the first of the

series. This first webinar focussed on what the data says about the various potential of social grants and expanded
public works programmes to meet this objective.

Discussions focussed on 1) the evidence from the NIDS-CRAM data of impact of the social grants during the advent of

the Covid pandemic and 2) evaluation of impact of the Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP). The key reflections

include:

1. Cash transfers had a direct impact upon recipients, with the child support grant and the old age grant being

the most targeted. Women, however, had less emergency support despite being worse affected by the Covid
pandemic and taking on the burden of care.

2. There are three outcomes that public employment programmes are expected to achieve: sustainable

household livelihoods, skills development and provision of assets and services. The EPWP had a measurable

impact on participants' lives with more than 56% of reported that more than 50% of their gross household income

came from the programme. However, EPWPs are temporary, and thus the impact on people's quality of life after
cessation is limited.
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How to fund interventions to reduce poverty?

The second of the webinar series was hosted on 10 June 2021, and focussed how to fund key interventions (such as a

Basic Income Grant or an extended public works programme) with government debt already at almost 90% of GDP

and large budget deficit. Under discussion were adding new or increasing existing taxes (such as a wealth tax, a

consumption tax, increased sin taxes), increasing government spending, and strengthening cooperation between the
public and private sectors as well as with civil society.

The key issues emanating from the debate include:

1. South Africa’s has limited fiscal space which is a direct result of poor governance at all spheres of government
and the State Owned Enterprises over the last 15 years.

2. Some presenters argued that the state should not hide behind this constraint to introduce large poverty alleviation

programmes. Other provided evidence which suggest that the proposed taxes will not generate sufficient

revenue and on top of this a sustained fiscal deficit will in the long run be economic suicide with debt service costs
already equivalent to R250 billion.

3. Balancing the very important task of poverty alleviation and securing a sustainable economic path and also

secure economic growth to bring about more employment, remains very tricky and require sober minds and more

detail debate.

What must be done if the state is to be capable of poverty and inequality reduction?

This third and final webinar of the series sought to address the state’s capacity to reduce poverty and inequality in
South Africa.

Historically, evidence suggests that left to its own devices, the process of economic development and growth

generates increased inequality (the “trickle up” effect) resulting in increased relative poverty. The moderation of

income inequality involves significant public interventions in a progressive system of taxation and economic and social
policy instruments that engender fairer redistribution of the proceeds of economic activities. To consider this, the
webinar reflected on:

− the type of state that is capable of addressing the twin challenges of poverty and inequality;

− whether the South African state, in its current configuration, is capable of the types of public interventions that
reducing poverty and inequality will require; and

− in the context of weak state capacity and widespread concerns with poor quality of spending and corruption,

what needs to be done to improve the state’s capacity?
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The key issues emanating from the debate include:

1. There is a need for a fundamental rethink of regulatory environment in which public servants, who are supposed

to be responsible for implementing government policies, operate. Within the present regulatory framework, public

servants are rewarded for compliance (including securing clean audit) even if this is at the expense of actual

delivery of service. As presently constituted, the regulatory environment is a restraint on innovation, as well as
creative timely responses to meeting the needs of communities on the ground. At the same time, it has not
prevented corruption and the misuse of public funds.

2. South Africa is caught in a Middle Income Low-Growth Trap, with an average economic growth rate of less than

0.3 per cent. The low-growth rate imposes considerable fiscal restraint on the capacity of the state to fund the
instruments needed to reduce poverty and inequality, and high levels of unemployment.

3. Although a relatively benevolent country compared to its peers in terms of social spending, the poor quality of

spending in terms of its impact is a serious concern. This is well illustrated by the spending on basic education
relative to the PISA (the Programme for International Student Assessment) score for the country.

4. Measures by the government to improve its own capacity, such as the School of Government, need to be scaled
up, better resourced and better re-aligned with the objectives of a developmental state.

5. There is need for bold effort in addressing inequality and poverty through increased support for the poor.

However, this will need to be matched with substantial generation of decent work to significantly reduce the
current level of unemployment.
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