
Hunger rebellions have started in various parts of the country and indicate both the emergency situation 
we are in and urgency for government to come to the aid of poor and working class people. There are 
currently millions of people in South Africa who do not benefit from the current social grant system, i.e. 
neither the child support, old age pension nor disability grants. 
 
In a country suffering from mass unemployment there has always been the need for a basic income grant. 
Under the conditions of the lockdown where government measures are designed to close down much of 
the economy, the implementation of a Basic Income Grant (BIG) has become a life and death issue. 
 
The BIG is an absolute necessity for the unemployed women who are at the frontline of the care economy 
and of dealing with the COVID-19 crisis. Women not only carry the burden of looking after their families 
but continue to suffer from the epidemic of domestic violence. Poor women experience these social 
diseases disproportionately. And now they have to confront the violence of a militarized lockdown. A 
BIG for these women would mitigate some of these hardships, and possibly offer some independence and 
way out of their abuse. 
 
The abject living conditions experienced by millions of unemployed and informal/casual workers puts us 
in the firing line of the disease. Failure to deliver adequate support such as food and income means that 
the poor majority have nothing to protect themselves against COVID-19. State provided income support 
is desperately needed to ensure that the majority of South Africans survive the dire health, social and 
economic conditions that we face today.  
 
We note calls for and support an increase to the Child Support Grant. This is important, but far from 
enough. Yet, government is even resisting this basic measure! The millions of unemployed are not even 
considered. Likewise, the food distribution scheme government proposed may only feed forty-thousand 
out of the twenty-million who need food support during this time. Given the tiny numbers of poor people 
with access to land and involved in small-scale farming, an income grant is the only means to ensure there 
is food on the table. 
 
Many agree that implementing a basic income grant is a MUST. Besides the relief and lives it can save 
now, there are many studies that show that a basic income grant also reduces poverty and hunger over 
time. The level of the grant should take into account the costs of basic needs - shelter, food, water, 
electricity and other essentials. This is why it cannot be just of a token amount: it must be a meaningful 
amount. It must be a living income, not a measure that just delays death by a short time. 
 
Alongside the BIG, must go a massive land and agrarian reform programme. This period of COVID 19 
has highlighted the importance of household food security and self-reliance of both the urban and rural 
poor to have access to land that they can use to supplement the BIG. Already we have seen the value of 
rural gardens as a means to sustain households, although this contribution is often overlooked and 
invisible.  Presently, the government’s initiatives only support industrial agriculture and massive retail 
suppliers. We have to demand a rethinking and self-organisation of local markets and localised restaurants 
and communal eating spaces! This is how we build solidarity.  
 



Arguments that there is no money or that it will take too long to implement a new grant do not wash. 
Other countries, poorer and worse off than South Africa have implemented income support to the 
unemployed and locked down workers, in addition to existing social welfare measures. This is true for 
Argentina, Malaysia and In India, the state of Uttar Pradesh announced it will make direct online 
payments to poor and daily wage workers who lose work due to the COVID-19 impact.  
Uganda and Rwanda, are distributing free food. Ghana has announced free electricity, water and a tax 
holiday for its citizens. Even Namibia is providing formal and informal workers who lost incomes a one 
of payments of US$50. 
 
All over the world governments are taking unusual and extraordinary measures to do what is necessary in 
this crisis. They are implementing new wealth taxes, printing money, increasing borrowings, using 
surpluses raised in various funds, taking over private businesses and hospitals and reallocating spending. 
Some of the resources spent on a BIG will be recovered by the state through taxes received as a result of 
an increase in consumption of essential goods. Further, economic costs such as the health costs that may 
arise as a result of a mass outbreak of the Virus will be mitigated due to the improved nutrition and health 
of millions of poor people.  
 
The government has to break with its imagined and delusional constraints. No credit rating agency should 
stand in our way of aiding the tremendous suffering – which this government has created over the last 25 
years! 
 
Before the outbreak of the Corona Virus, the socio-economic conditions in the country were already 
extreme. There are millions in informal work with no income or job security; many more millions are 
unemployed. As a result more than half of the population already could not afford food and other basic 
necessities. For the largely forgotten majority, going into lockdown without adequate income and food 
support (among the provision of other essential needs) has led many of us to the brink of starvation.  
 
We, the unemployed organized in the Assembly of the Unemployed and part of the Cry of the Xcluded 
are declaring our full humanity and will no longer be ignored. If the government is serious about 
addressing unemployment and poverty, then it is time now for the unemployed and informal workers to 
be heard! For too long the rich and powerful have decided our fate, chased our votes and sold us 
promises, just to throw us away like old clothes as soon as they can.  
 
For the lockdown to be effective, government either has to provide the social measures required or revert 
to increased militarisation. The many news reports about the way the security forces are behaving makes 
it clear where things are headed. 
 
The masses of unemployed in this country are not lazy and we are not interested in hand-outs. We are 
eager to work and have demanded the right to work for decent pay for many years. The problem of mass 
unemployment and wage inequality must be addressed. There is lots of work to be done in South Africa, 
and we are ready to get our hands dirty to rebuild this country. 
 



But we understand that we cannot work now, the odd jobs we did to survive cannot be done any more: the 
lockdown destroyed those. Our families are in the same boat (read shack). We have no one to turn to. A 
basic income grant can save lives! It is a moral obligation! 
 
We call on all South Africans to support us (masses of unemployed and informal workers) in demanding 
that the government provides a basic income grant so that we can survive the Corona Virus and the 
diseases of mass unemployment and inequality.  
 
South Africa is a rich country, one of the richest in the world both in terms of minerals, as well as in terms 
of wealth accumulated over generations on the backs of the working class in this country. We demand 
that the government redistributes this wealth now, so that the majority of South Africans do not starve 
under the lockdown and beyond. 


