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Executive Summary 

High levels of food insecurity existed across South Africa prior to the COVID-19 lockdown in March 2020. 
At that stage, the Northern Cape was already the province with the highest proportion of households 
with “severely inadequate access to food”, and the highest proportion of child hunger (for children 5 
years or younger) in South Africa. The town of Postmasburg was recognised as having high levels of 
unemployment, inequality and poverty despite, or some would argue because of, its location adjacent 
to a number of large-scale iron-ore mines. Municipal and other public services were known to be under 
severe strain and the rising prevalence of a number of social ills threatened social stability. Lockdown 
immediately raised fears about what was going to happen in the short term as the pandemic worsened. 

Prompted by conversations with youth and community leaders involved in the community consultations 
MD360° conducted in Postmasburg during 2019, it was decided to conduct an urgent Food Security Study 
to develop a body of local knowledge that could inform strategies for the reduction of food insecurity in 
the Postmasburg area. A local youth organisation, Project 8420, was enlisted and its members trained 
as community researchers to conduct a 120-household telephonic survey. A team of experienced 
researchers also conducted 21 in-depth key respondent interviews. 

The results of both elements of the study are documented in detail in Sections 4 and 5 of this report and 
a summary of findings is presented in Section 6. In a nutshell, the food security study paints a sombre 
picture, confirming that most households in Postmasburg have been negatively affected by the 
lockdown in terms of employment, incomes, and expenditure on food and therefore their food security. 
In a town with already very high levels of food insecurity and disproportionately high levels of 
dependency, many households are experiencing hunger and are struggling to survive.  

The burden on household food budgets has intensified as a result of the closure of schools and the 
suspension of the National School Nutrition Programme. Higher food prices following lockdown have 
made matters worse. Social grants have continued to be paid and have been increased substantially 
albeit temporarily. Fears exist that a return of grants to before lockdown levels may have severe social 
repercussions but that fiscal constraints will make it impossible not to. On a number of indicators, it is 
clear that food poverty has increased substantially. Although not definitive, the study suggests that 
lockdown has amplified inequality, and that the distinction between households that are integrated into 
the local mining economy and those that exist on its periphery has become more apparent. Many people 
are hungry. 

Government and the private sector mounted a coordinated response to the pandemic through a Joint 
Operations Committee (JOC). Despite this, the distribution of emergency food aid has been clouded by 
uncertainty due to weak communication regarding qualifying criteria and allegations of impropriety. A 
substantial food aid deficit persists and there are high levels of distrust in procedures and low levels of 
confidence about future access to food parcels. 
 
This report concludes with a reflection on the findings and makes a number of recommendations for 
further action. Central to these is the need for government and corporate entities to actively foster 
community organisation that connects immediate responses around the COVID-19 food crisis to long 
term food systems change. The severity of the current situation warrants installation of a food security 
and food poverty monitoring system, gathering of better data describing the anatomy of poverty in 
Postmasburg, genuine and inclusive cross-sectoral collaboration, and a social compact for food security 
and sustainable development.  
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1 Introduction 

South Africa is regarded as being food secure at a national level, yet many of its citizens are food 
insecure, unable to meet the daily nutritional requirements for a healthy and productive life. Poor 
households struggle with low formal employment levels and high dependency ratios and may not be 
able to afford sufficient food to meet basic nutritional needs. Located on the periphery of the formal 
economy, and often dependent on informal sector economic activity, many are vulnerable to external 
shocks and in many cases social grants are all that stands between them and hunger.  
 
The interconnectedness of food security, unemployment, inequality and poverty is clear and viewed 
within a multi-dimensional poverty paradigm, food insecurity can be regarded as both a cause and a 
consequence of poverty. Against this backdrop, the reduced levels of economic and physical access to 
food during the COVID-19 lockdown have already made matters worse for those at the margins of the 
economy. As the specter of widespread hunger looms, government and non-governmental agencies and 
some private sector actors are making efforts to provide food aid. However, these efforts are reported 
to have fallen short of what is needed while media carry many reports of maladministration, food 
looting, corruption and petty-politicking in the distribution of food-aid. Left unresolved, failure to 
provide food aid to those in greatest need is likely to result in social instability.  
 
Perhaps fittingly, the COVID-19 pandemic could be a catalyst for a review of food systems, policies and 
strategies related to the reduction of food poverty that have thus far failed to endow vulnerable South 
Africans with even a basic level of resilience to external shocks. Lockdown has highlighted the plight of 
the marginalized, demonstrated the crippling effect of inequality and laid bare the potential 
consequences of the economic polarization of our society. At the same time, they show the imperative 
to develop a better understanding of the nature and extent of food insecurity at the local level. This will 
be essential to optimize the provision of food aid in the short-term, and beyond that to improve access 
to food and enhance efficiency of the local food system. 
 

2 Background and purpose of the study 

The town of Postmasburg, the administrative centre of the Tsantsabane Local Municipality in the 
Northern Cape province, is the closest town to a number of large and medium-scale iron-ore mines. 
Commissioning of the Kolomela Mine in 2011 led to a massive influx of people into the town and in the 
intervening years, a local enclave economy has developed with few local economic linkages. As a result, 
there has been a lack of job creation to accommodate the growing local population of job seekers. 
Furthermore, without the development of an enlarged local tax base, municipal systems and services 
are struggling to cope.  
 
High levels of food insecurity existed across South Africa prior to the onset of the COVID-19 lockdown. 
The General Household Survey of 2017 published by Statistics South Africa (StatsSA) revealed that the 
Northern Cape was the province with the highest proportion of households faced with “severely 
inadequate access to food” 1, the highest proportion of child hunger2 (5 years or younger) and the second 
lowest level of adequate household access to food3.  
 

 
1 13% versus a national average of 5.5% (Statistics South Africa – General Household Survey 2017, p.15) 
2 23.6% versus a national average of 13.1% (Statistics South Africa – General Household Survey 2017, p.20) 
3 66.5% versus a national average of 78.7% (Statistics South Africa – General Household Survey 2017, p.15) 



 2 

The COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically exposed and amplified these high levels of vulnerability and 
social weakness, especially for those on the margins of the economy.  
With economic stagnation and decline over the intervening years, this situation is likely to have 
deteriorated markedly prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
In Postmasburg lockdown raised fears about what was going to happen in the short term as the 
pandemic worsened, and in the medium to longer term as the mines mature and move towards ultimate 
closure. Prompted by conversations with youth and community leaders involved in the community 
consultations MD360° conducted during 2019, it became clear that an urgent Food Security Study was 
needed to develop a body of local knowledge that could inform strategies for the reduction of food 
insecurity in the Postmasburg area. This would include quantitative and qualitative data reflecting 
employment, household incomes, food expenditure, food purchasing patterns and food-aid distribution, 
and changes in all of these over the period of the lockdown. Survey results could also enable “tracking” 
of vulnerability to food insecurity throughout the evolution of the pandemic via repeat interviews. This 
could inform the calibration of policy responses and the provision of food aid at the local level as well as 
contribute to planning for increased local food production and an improved local food system.  
 

3 Research methodology 

3.1 Purposive survey  

Because of the nature of the challenges posed by the expected impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
local food security and because of time and resource constraints, it was decided to conduct a purposive 
survey. This effectively meant directing a team of interviewers to conduct interviews with a sample 
population that fit broadly within a particular demographic, economic, social and spatial profile. Whilst 
recognising that this form of non-probability sample may not be statistically representative of the 
greater population of Postmasburg, it was felt that having sufficient a priori knowledge of the 
community of interest would mean that the results would still be qualitatively generalisable. 
 
Because of the restrictions on movement during the early phase of lockdown, it was decided that the 
survey should be conducted telephonically by a team of local interviewers resident in the target 
communities. An agreement was reached with Project 8420, a youth group founded as a result of a 
community consultation and mapping process undertaken in Postmasburg in 2019, to undertake the 
survey. A short but intensive period of consultation to build a sample and training to ensure sufficient 
proficiency in administering the survey questionnaire followed.  During the last week of May a team of 
six interviewers undertook 120 telephonic interviews and thereafter captured responses using their 
smartphones and a proprietary software application. To ensure that the reliability and integrity of the 
data, a rigorous quality control process was followed where MD360° randomly selected a number of 
questionnaires for verification and validation by way of follow-up telephone calls to selected 
respondents. 
 
3.2 Key Respondent Interviews 

To supplement the quantitative data gathered through the telephonic survey, key respondent interviews 
were also conducted with community leaders, non-governmental and community-based organisations, 
large and small-scale retail outlets and local government representatives, all of whom were canvassed 
for their informed perspectives on the impact of the lockdown on food security. Also included were a 
number of follow-up interviews with some participants from the telephonic survey who had indicated 
that they wished to express opinion and sentiments about food security issues.  
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In all, 21 interviews were carried out telephonically over a two week period in the first half of June 2020 
by an experienced team of researchers who had been part of the MD360° 2019 community consultation 
process in Tsantsabane.  
 

4 Purposive survey findings 

4.1 Demographics and household characteristics 

4.1.1 Place of residence and respondents 
The survey sample was drawn from all the major settlements in Postmasburg (see Figure 1). The majority 
of respondents were native Afrikaans (36.7%) or Setswana (53.3%) speakers and 59% of them were 
female. Given that 83% of respondents also said that they were the household head, this implies a high 
incidence of female-headed households. In order to elicit the information needed to achieve the 
purpose of the survey, enumerators were instructed to identify and interview the household member 
that takes decisions regarding the purchase of food for the household. 

Figure 1: Households surveyed by settlement 

  
      

4.1.2 Household size and dependency 
Household size has typically been found to correlate inversely with household food security. Generally 
speaking the larger the household, the greater the incidence of food insecurity4. Similarly, the higher the 
household dependency ratio, i.e. the ratio of non-working age individuals (less than 15 years or older 
than 65 years) to working age (15-64 years) individuals, the higher the likelihood of food insecurity. 
 
As of 2018, average household size in South Africa was 3.4 persons per household. The corresponding 
figure for the Northern Cape province was 3.6 persons per household5. With 524 persons resident in the 
120 households surveyed, average household size amongst the sample population after lockdown began 
was 4.4 persons per household. This was up from the average of 4.3 persons per household before 
lockdown when 512 persons had been resident.  

 
4 Source: Statistics South Africa – General Household Survey 2017, p.17) 
5 Calculated using data from the General Household Survey 2018, Statistics South Africa 
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Thirteen households reported “taking-in” one additional person with only one household reporting a 
smaller lockdown household. Household sizes ranged from 1 person to 16 persons both before lockdown 
and after lockdown started6. 
 
Table 1 shows the percentage of households of different sizes for Postmasburg before and after 
lockdown as well as for South Africa and the Northern Cape province before lockdown7. It is apparent 
that on average, the sample population has fewer single person households and more larger (>6 
persons) households than the provincial average. All other things being equal, higher than average 
household size may pre-dispose the residents of Postmasburg towards higher than average levels of 
food insecurity. 
 
Table 1: Before and after lockdown household sizes (%) 

Household size 
Postmasburg 

before lockdown 
Postmasburg after 

lockdown South Africa Northern Cape 
1 11.7 10.8 13.6 16.8 

2-3 29.2 25.8 24.4 26.1 
4-5 34.2 35.8 36.3 35.4 
>6 25.0 27.5 25.7 21.8 

Source: Statistics South Africa (for Northern Cape and South Africa) 
 
Data reflecting the ages of the members of the lockdown households that made up the sample 
population presented in Table 2 below, shows that 37.2% were under the age of 15 and that 4.9% were 
regarded as elderly (that is over the age of 60 years). This compares with before lockdown8 figures of 
29% and 10.2% for the Northern Cape and figures of 28.7% and 9% for South Africa respectively, pointing 
to a relatively higher economically inactive young population and a lower proportion of economically 
inactive aged persons. 
 
Table 2: After lockdown dependent population comparison (%) 

Age group Postmasburg  Northern Cape South Africa 
<15 years 37.2 29.0 28.7 
>60 years 4.9 10.2 9.0 

Source: Statistics South Africa (for Northern Cape and South Africa) 
 
The World Bank Open Data portal cites South Africa’s age dependency ratio as 52.4 in 20189 and StatsSA 
cites a slightly higher ratio of 53.3 for 2019. Based on the data underlying Table 2, the age dependency 
ratio for the sample population was significantly higher at 72.910. This suggests that in Postmasburg the 
working population has to support a substantially higher number of dependents than is the case for 
South Africa as a whole. This will undoubtedly contribute to relatively high levels of vulnerability to food 
insecurity and hunger in the Postmasburg population.  
 

 
6 The term “after lockdown” is used to describe the point in time that the food security study was conducted following the 
commencement of lockdown. It does not mean “after lockdown has ended” as at Alert Level 3 lockdown continues and may do 
so for the foreseeable future. 
7 Source: for Northern Cape and South Africa - Statistics South Africa:  General Household Survey, 2018, p.5 
8 Given that no comparable after lockdown data is available from StatsSA 
9 Source World Bank Open Data – an online open access global development data portal 
10 The dependency ratio is the ratio of non-working age individuals (less than 15 years or older than 65 years) to working age 
(15-64) individuals in a country or region. A data limitation that forced the initial calculation of this ratio inclusive of all persons 
over the age of 60 years was resolved by reducing this number by the proportion that the 61-65 age group represented (i.e. by 
32%) in the elderly population of the Northern Cape as a whole. 
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4.1.3 Housing and services 
The majority of households (59.2%) surveyed lived in stand-alone dwellings with a yard while 38.3% 
reported living in a shack (either in an informal settlement or in close proximity to a formal settlement). 
While 98.3% of the sample population had access to piped water only 81.7% had access to a flush toilet, 
raising questions about the adequacy of sanitation services in Postmasburg. 
 
4.2 Household economics 

4.2.1 Employment levels 
To preface the impact of lockdown and to illustrate the depth of the employment crisis in Postmasburg, 
it is notable that prior to lockdown 41 households reported that none of their members were formally 
employed. Furthermore, 26 of those also indicated that they had no-one generating income from 
informal sector activity. It is therefore assumed that these households would have been reliant on social 
grants payments11, remittances, or charity in order to try and achieve minimum food poverty levels even 
before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
With regards to formal employment, it was reported that in the remaining 79 households a total of 116 
persons were formally employed prior to lockdown. Of these 18 persons were subsequently retrenched 
or otherwise dismissed following lockdown. Five others were sent home pending application for UIF 
benefits made on behalf of workers by their employers. Altogether this means that 23 persons ceased 
to earn formal sector income after lockdown commenced. Representing 19.8% of those who were 
formally employed before lockdown, this will have had a major impact on the ability of their households 
to meet their food and other basic needs. 
 
In addition to the formally employed, 23 households reported having a total of 26 persons who derived 
income from informal sector activities prior to lockdown. After lockdown started only 2 households 
reported that their income from this source had remained unchanged, while 7 households said that their 
income had decreased partly and 14 stated that their income had stopped completely. This 62% drop in 
the number of individuals generating informal sector income would have impacted their households 
very negatively, undermining food security in the process. 
 

In summary, across 94 of the 120 households that made up the sample population a total of 142 
persons were formally employed or generated income in the informal sector before lockdown. 
After lockdown began, a total of 39 persons (27.4%) of those across 33 households experienced 
a total loss of income12. 

 
4.2.2 Employment by housing type 
An analysis of reported employment data by the type of housing shows that formal employment levels 
for shack dwelling households and those living in formal housing fell by 30.8% and 14.3% respectively 
after lockdown. Similarly, the number of persons generating income from informal sources for shack 
dwelling households and those living in formal housing fell by 77.8% and 58.8% respectively after 
lockdown. As a result, the share in total formal employment of shack dwellers fell from 34% before 
lockdown to 29% after lockdown and their share in total informal sector employment fell from 35% 
before lockdown to 22% after lockdown. Not only does this data illustrate the magnitude of formal and 
informal sector job losses and attendant negative impact on household welfare across Postmasburg 
following lockdown, but it also clearly confirms higher relative levels of vulnerability to external shocks 
amongst shack-dwellers. 

 
11 22 of the 26 households receive one or more social grants (and only 4 of those had food expenditure above minimum FPL 
levels following lockdown) 
12 The subsequent relaxation of the lockdown from Alert Level 4 to Level 3 may have resulted in some improvement in formal 
and informal employment levels but the possible extent of this is unknown. 
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4.2.3 Household income 
Survey respondents were asked to indicate what their average total household income was before 
lockdown as well as what they expected it to be at the month-end following the interview. In order to 
provide an assurance of confidentiality, respondents were given the opportunity not to divulge their 
household income and/or have it recorded in the same manner as it was recorded in the most recent 
Census by Statistics South Africa i.e. by asking them to indicate which of a number of income categories 
their household’s income fell into.  
 
Figure 2 shows before lockdown and anticipated after lockdown household incomes for the sample 
population, excluding the 23% and 24% respectively of the sample that indicated that they preferred 
not to say what their income was. Data in the figure shows that household incomes  generally decreased 
after lockdown as evidenced by the increase in frequency in the income categories “R0” to “R1601-
R3200” and the decrease in frequency of the income categories from “R3201-R6400 to “R25601-
R51200”13.  
 
Figure 2: Before and after lockdown household income per income category (Rand) 

 
 
Table 3 shows that while the mean before lockdown monthly household income was R8143.48, the 
mean anticipated after lockdown income was R6501.10. Median monthly income in both cases was 
R2400.00, indicating the influence of higher income earning households on the statistical mean income 
in both cases14. Aggregate monthly household income before lockdown and after lockdown were 
R749 200 and R591 600 respectively. This represents a 21% decrease that must have had a concomitant 
and obvious negative impact across Postmasburg. 
 
Table 3: Before and after lockdown mean and aggregate household incomes (Rand) 

 Before lockdown After lockdown 
Mean household income 8 143.48 6 501.10 
Aggregate monthly household income 749 200.00 591 600.00 

 

 
13 With the exception of income category “R401-R800” 
14 To calculate mean and median incomes as well as to calculate aggregate household income for the sample 
population, category mid-point income values were multiplied by the frequency per category and summed. 
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4.2.4 Disaggregated analysis of incomes 
Within the constraints imposed by the sampling method and the relatively small sample size, a limited 
disaggregated analysis of household income was undertaken. Before and after lockdown monthly 
household income by employment status and settlement type were calculated and the results are 
presented in Table 4 and Table 5 below.   
 
Table 4: Before and after lockdown mean monthly household income by employment status (Rand) 

 
Employment status 

Mean monthly household income 
Before lockdown After lockdown 

One or more other household members formally employed 11 760.00 (55) 9 733.33 (54) 
No household member formally employed 2 767.57 (37) 1  783.78 (37) 
No household member formally or informally employed  1 856.00 (25) 1 736.00 (25) 

Figures in parentheses denote number of households and excludes respondents that preferred not to divulge income data. 
 
Not only does the data confirm the substantial and intuitively obvious difference in household incomes 
between households where one or more members are formally employed and those where no-one is 
formally employed, but in all instances there has been a significant fall in income levels since lockdown. 
Whereas the decrease for the former was 17% it was 36% for the latter. However, this can be accounted 
for by the fact that the latter group included households with persons that were self-employed, for the 
majority of whom income stopped completely after lockdown. For the group where no household 
member was formally or informally employed following lockdown, incomes had fallen but only by 6.5% 
reflecting the continuing receipt by most of this group of social welfare grants. 
 
Table 5: Before and after lockdown mean monthly household income by settlement type (Rand) 

Settlement type Mean monthly household income 
Before lockdown After lockdown 

Shack (36) 4 655.56 (36) 3 561.11 (36) 
Stand-alone house/room in yard (56) 10 385.71 (56) 8 774.55 (55) 

Figures in parentheses denote number of households and excludes respondents that preferred not to divulge income data. 
 
The data in Table 5 shows a marked difference in mean household income between shack dwelling 
households and those living in formal housing. While the former suffered a 24% average fall in income 
following lockdown the corresponding figure for those living in formal housing was 15%. This was found 
to be a function of a higher dependence on informal sector income for shack dwellers than those living 
in formal housing. 
 
4.2.5 Social Grants 
With economic stagnation in recent years dependency on social grants in South Africa has increased 
steadily. Of the 120 households surveyed, 67 (55.8%) reported that they received one or more social 
grants before lockdown15. Figure 3 provides a breakdown of the 155 grants (average 2.3 grants per 
household) received by type. The preponderance of child support grants and old-aged pensions is 
notable. So too is the aggregate figure of R115 440 per month that these grants injected into grant 
recipient households and the Postmasburg economy before lockdown. 
 
 
 
 

 
15 For grant dependent households the fact that payments continued uninterrupted after lockdown provided some comfort.  
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Figure 3: Breakdown of social grants received by type 

 
 
With continued social grant payments during lockdown, recipient households were at least assured that 
that this source of income would not be disrupted. Encouragingly, the announcement on 24th April 2020 
of a R300 increase in child support grants in May as well as a once-off amount of R500 for all care givers, 
and an increase of R250 per month for six months in all other grants has provided further relief for the 
vulnerable. From May onwards these increases would have resulted in an aggregate increase of R78 250 
(67.8%) to a total grant income of R193 690 for the grant recipient households surveyed. For the 67 
households in question, average grant income would have risen from R1722.99 per month before 
lockdown to R2890.90 from May 2020 onwards. 
 

Average grant income rose 68% from R1722.99 per month before lockdown to R2890.90 per month 
following increases to grants announced after lockdown commenced 

 
Unfortunately, the household income data collected did not permit a precise analysis of the relative 
importance of grants in overall household income16. However, utilising median incomes for the income 
categories used to record household income, it was possible to calculate an indicative aggregate total 
income for the sample population. From this data, it is clear that in aggregate, grant income has become 
a significantly more important component of household income after lockdown. Before lockdown, 
aggregate grant income of R115 440 per month compared to aggregate total household income of 
R749 200, (and was 15.4% thereof), while after lockdown aggregate grant income of R193 690 per 
month compared to a reduced aggregate total household income17 of R591 600 (and was 32.7% 
thereof).  
 

A 68% increase in the value of grants saw grant income rise from 15.4% to 32.7% of aggregate 
household income from May onwards 

 
While the increase in grant income was a welcome and necessary measure implemented from May 
onwards, in absolute terms (R78 250) it did not offset the fall in aggregate household incomes 
(R157 600) and the increased vulnerability that job losses and related downward pressure on household 
incomes brought about. Moreover, when the six-month period during which grants have been 
temporarily increased expires, their combined value will return to R115 400 per month. 

 
16 Income data was gathered using StatsSA Census 2011 income categories and not exact incomes 
17 For that part of the sample population (92 households before lockdown and 91 households after lockdown) that was prepared 
to disclose their income. 

0 20 40 60 80 100 120

Pension

Disbaility

Child support

Foster care

Care dependency

No.. of grants

Ty
pe

 o
f G

ra
nt



 9 

This will reduce after lockdown aggregate household income from R591 600 to R476 200 for the sample 
population. In other words, the initially observed 21% fall in aggregate household income after lockdown 
will worsen to 36% (unless there is some level of economic recovery by then). 
 

The observed 21% reduction in after lockdown aggregate household income will worsen to 
36% if and when the temporary increases in of social grants expires  

 
4.2.6 Savings 
Despite the generally depressed economic conditions and the struggle that many households face to 
make ends meet, 31.7% of households reported that they did have savings. Of those, 60.5% reported 
that they had been forced to use those savings, or a part thereof, to buy food since the start of the 
lockdown. 
 
4.3 Food expenditure, food consumption and food aid 

4.3.1 Household expenditure on food 
In order to gain insight into how the lockdown may have impacted food security, respondents were 
asked how much they spent per month on food before lockdown, what fraction of their monthly 
household income this represented, if it had changed following lockdown and if so, had it increased or 
decreased. The survey relied on a simple recall method for obtaining food expenditure data. 
 
Analysis of household food expenditure data revealed that prior to lockdown, the sample population 
spent a combined total of R256 100 per month on food at an average of R2134 per household. The 
corresponding figures during lockdown were R303 000 and R2525 respectively. Where individual 
household expenditure on food ranged from as little as R300 per month to R7000 per month with 80 
(67%) households spending R2000 or less per month prior to lockdown, these had increased to a range 
of R0 to R10 000 per month and 63 (53%) households thereafter . Figure 4 illustrates the distribution of 
households per (Rand) food expenditure category before and during lockdown. 
 
Figure 4: Distribution of households per food expenditure (Rand) category 

 
 
It is commonly understood that poor households spend a higher proportion of their household income 
on food and that as incomes increase, this decreases as other categories of spending increase. In a 2015 
WEF publication, the USA was cited as the country spending the smallest percentage of consumer 
expenditure on food at 6.4%, while in a 2017 poverty trends report StatsSA estimated that in 2015 poor 
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household expenditure on food stood at around 30% of household income. For the 92 households that 
disclosed their income, average monthly food spend was 25% of household income before lockdown 
and 35% after lockdown18 confirming the pressure that increased expenditure on food has placed on 
household budgets.  
 

Average monthly expenditure on food increased from 25% of monthly household income 
before lockdown to  35% after lockdown 

 
That 68 (58%) of all households reported that food expenditure already accounted for more than half of 
total household income before lockdown indicates that food insecurity may already have been 
disproportionately high in the Postmasburg area even before lockdown. The onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic and the lockdown that has followed seems to have made matters significantly worse. Figure  
5 shows that 62 households (52%) reported that expenditure on food had increased after lockdown. 
Conversely only 18 households (15%) reported a fall in expenditure on food and 40 households (33%) 
reported that theirs had stayed the same. 
 
Figure 5: Change in household food expenditure 

 
 
For those who reported increased household food expenditure, the average increase of R990.16 per 
month amounted to a 41% increase on a before lockdown average expenditure of R2439.34 per month 
on food. In aggregate, this added spending of R60 400 per month on food to the before lockdown 
aggregate of R148 800 per month, taking aggregate household expenditure on food up to R209 200 per 
month and average household food expenditure to R3429.52 for this group. 
 
Table 6: Before and after lockdown monthly household food expenditure(Rand) 

 Household food expenditure (mean spend in parentheses) 
Shift  Before lockdown Change After lockdown 
Increased (62 h/h) 148 800 (2439.34) + 60 400 (990.16) 209 200 (3429.51) 
Decreased (18 h/h) 32 900  (2056.25) - 13 500 (843.75) 19 400 (1212.50) 

 
Conversely, the average decrease of R843.75 per month for those households that reported reduced 
food expenditure should be of cause for concern given that this group already displayed a below sample 
population average food expenditure of R2056.25 before lockdown.  

 
18 One of the 92 households that disclosed their income pre-lockdown declined to do so during lockdown therefore the during 
lockdown percentage is based on data for 91 households 
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The aggregate decrease in food expenditure of R13 500 for this group reduced overall food expenditure 
from R32 900 to R19 400 per month and average household food expenditure to R1212.50. At a time 
when increased prices and greater demand for food in the household could have been expected to drive 
household food expenditure upwards, the observed decreases point to reduced affordability due to 
diminished household income following lockdown. This is borne out by data that shows an average 
reduction in monthly household income from formal sources of 51% and that all of the households 
deriving income from self-employed sources said that this income had fallen or stopped completely. 
 

Average expenditure for those who reported increased spending on food following lockdown 
climbed from 1.2 to 2.8 times that spent by those who reporting decreased spending 

 
The data in Table 6 above indicates a widening gap between those households whose circumstances led 
to a substantial increase in monthly household food expenditure and those forced to spend less on food 
after lockdown. While the former spent slightly more on average before the lockdown than the latter, 
by 1.2 times, this increased to 2.8 times after lockdown. The causes and ramifications of this for food 
security and other indicators of household poverty warrant further investigation.  
 
In 2015, StatsSA published updated national poverty lines based on the 2010/11 Income and 
Expenditure Survey. These were reported in the publication Poverty Trends in South Africa in 2017 and 
at that time the Food Poverty Line (FPL) was R531 per person.  The FPL is the Rand value below which 
individuals are unable to purchase or consume enough food to supply them with the minimum per-
capita-per-day energy requirement for human health. Indexed by CPI to 2020 levels, the March 2020 
FPL would be R599.60 per person. In 2015, 25.2% of the South African population was estimated to be 
living in extreme poverty i.e. below the FPL. 
 

Measured using Food Poverty Line data 60% of households could be considered “food poor” 
even before lockdown 

 
By calculating a composite variable that sums members of surveyed households to calculate household 
size and by calculating per capital household food expenditure, it was possible to determine whether or 
not this was sufficient to meet minimum FPL requirements for human health. Ominously, this analysis 
revealed that 60% and 58% of households surveyed could indicatively therefore be regarded as living in 
extreme poverty before and after lockdown respectively. Nominally, the slight decrease during 
lockdown is attributable to the increase in food spending reported. It should be noted that in the context 
of unchanged or reduced incomes, this would probably have necessitated diversion of household funds 
from other commitments to food expenditure.  
 

29% of households reported that since lockdown one or more adults or children were forced to 
skip a meal because there wasn’t enough money to buy food 

 
As a further illustration of food stress within the sample population, 35 (29.2%) households reported 
that one or more adults skipped a meal since lockdown started because there was not enough money 
to buy food. All but three of these also reported that on at least one occasion there also wasn’t enough 
money to feed their children (the remainder being households with no children). Perhaps more tellingly, 
53 (44.2%) of the 120 households surveyed also said that they had borrowed money to buy food since 
the lockdown started.  
 

44% of households borrowed money to buy food since lockdown started 
 
Because of the gravity of the findings around food expenditure and affordability it is necessary to remind 
the reader that this was a purposive, non-probability survey and that further research would be required 
to reach a detailed and statistically representative conclusion on these matters.  
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In particular, for greater accuracy on household food expenditure using a combination of recall and diary 
methods to collect data would be required. Nevertheless, the results are still regarded as being 
qualitatively generalizable.  
 
4.3.2 Household food consumption patterns 
Respondents were asked to indicate how much they spent per month before lockdown on ten categories 
of foodstuffs. At this level of detail, relying only on memory recall methods to obtain food expenditure 
data may result in a degree of error. Nevertheless, the reported aggregate spend for the sample 
population of R238 956 per month is close enough to the aggregate spend per month of R256 100 
recorded elsewhere in the survey for the detailed data gathered to be regarded as qualitatively 
generalisable. The breakdown per category of foodstuff is presented in Figure 6 below. 
 
Figure 6: Before lockdown aggregate household food expenditure by food category 

 
 
Respondents were also asked if the amount of the different food types that they buy each month had 
changed since lockdown. Figure 7 presents data showing the percentage of households that reported 
an increase or decrease in the purchase of different foodstuffs. 
 
On average, amongst both those households that reported an increase and those that reported a 
decrease in spending per type of foodstuff, there appears to have been little change in food purchasing 
patterns.  For those households that could spend more on food in response to increased need and/or 
increased prices, this is not really surprising although the data reveals a marginally greater increase in 
the number of households purchasing more staples than more expensive foodstuffs like meat, tinned 
and packaged foods. In the case of those households that reported reduced spending on food it was 
discernible that there was a greater increase in the number of households spending less on meat and 
poultry as well as tinned and packaged food than on other foodstuffs. To obtain more fine-grained data 
on patterns of food expenditure, food diary methods would have been necessary in addition to recall 
methods.   
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Figure 7: Average percentage increase/decrease in food expenditure by food category 

 
 
 
4.3.3 Food purchasing  
Respondents were asked to provide information on the retail outlets from which their households 
sourced food as well as the frequency with which they purchased food from each type of outlet. This 
was intended to gain insight into patterns of food purchasing before lockdown and how these might 
have changed since lockdown given the initial restrictions it imposed on movement. 
 
One hundred and three (85.8%) households reported purchasing three-quarters or more of their 
monthly food supplies from one of the national supermarket chain outlets before lockdown. Forty-six 
(38.3%) of those said that they purchase all of their food from this source. At the other end of the retail 
spectrum, 98 (81.7%) households reported sourcing a quarter or less of their food supplies from local 
spaza shops. After lockdown there was little change in purchasing patterns with corresponding figures 
of 100 households purchasing three-quarters or more at a national supermarket chain outlet and 95 
households sourcing a quarter or less from spaza shops. In short, this seems to confirm that there has 
been little change in food availability and that there has been little if any disruption in food distribution 
channels.  
 
Similarly, Table 7 presents data that shows that there was little difference in the average frequency of 
food purchases from the different retail outlets before and after lockdown. Together with the fact that 
there was little change in the means by which respondents travelled to purchase food or the amounts 
that they spent to do so (average increase of 2.5%), this can be interpreted to suggest that despite 
lockdown, accessibility to retail food outlets was not unduly disrupted and that before lockdown food 
purchasing patterns were maintained. 
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Table 7: Before and after lockdown frequency of food purchased by outlet 

 
Informal 
traders 

Spaza  
shop 

Independent 
local stores 

National 
supermarket 

Before lockdown 0.1 4.4 0.7 2.5 
After lockdown 0.2 4.5 0.6 2.5 

 
4.3.4 Food-aid: food parcels 
On its COVID-19 online resource and news portal the South African government declares that “food 
parcels are available for anyone who may need them”. Given the observed challenges posed to 
household food security by decreased levels of employment and significantly reduced average 
household income, survey responses on food aid suggest that this may not be the case.  Amongst the 
sample population only 33 (27.5%) households reported receiving a food parcel and then only fully two 
months after the lockdown started. Thirty of those had received one food parcel in this period while 
only 3 households reported having received two. Worryingly, but perhaps understandably, 76% (91) of 
households interviewed said that they were not confident that they would be able to access food parcels 
if they needed them. 
 

76% of households were not confident of receiving food parcels if they needed them 
 
Further analysis of food parcel recipient households revealed a mixed picture regarding the incidence, 
efficacy and possible fairness of food parcel distribution. Consider that: 
 
• Households in the settlements of Boichoko (36%) and Carnation (30%) received a disproportionate 

number of food parcels given that they represented only 25% and 10% of households surveyed; 
• 67% of food parcels distributed were received by shack-dwelling households and a third by 

households in formal housing (although the former represented only 38% of the sample population 
and those living in formal housing 62%); 

• 82% of food parcel recipient households had no household member in formal employment after  
lockdown; 

• 67% of food parcel recipient households received one or more social grants (45 grants paid to 22 
food parcel recipient households); 

• 21% of food parcel recipient households reported having savings and 15% reported having to use 
those savings  to buy food during lockdown; and 

• 82% of food parcel recipient households reported that their before lockdown spending on food had 
either stayed the same or increased. 
 

4.3.5 Food aid: school feeding schemes 
The National School Nutrition Programme is the means by which government provides one nutritious 
meal per day to all learners in primary and secondary schools. Schools are also encouraged to establish 
food gardens to supplement the feeding scheme and ostensibly learners, teachers and parents are 
provided with skills, but notably not inputs, to grow their own food to develop long-term food security. 
The very low levels of vegetable growing among the sample population reported elsewhere herein 
suggests that this secondary goal of the programme is not being achieved in the Postmasburg area, 
although there may be other reasons why this is the case.  
 
Amongst the households surveyed, 57 (47.5%) reported that one or more of their children were part of 
the Programme. In all, 118 children from these households received this form of food aid prior to the 
lockdown but with the closure of schools after lockdown this assistance ground to a halt intensifying 
pressure on household food budgets. With the inadequate distribution of food parcels it is unlikely that 
there has been anything like a commensurate response to the food aid deficit brought about by the 
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suspension of the National School Nutrition Programme.  Ongoing uncertainty regarding the resumption 
of the Programme means that the pressure on household food budgets is likely to persist for some time. 
Figure 8 shows the incidence of participation in the Programme at the time of lockdown. 
 
Figure 8: Incidence of participation in the National Schools Nutrition Programme 

 
 
4.3.6 Household food production 
Growing food for domestic consumption is one means by which households can augment fresh food 
purchases. In the sample population surveyed only 6 households reported growing food for own 
consumption on an average 3.3m2 vegetable patch. Typically, these households grew a combination of 
leafy, root and other vegetables as well as squashes. Three households reported that own production 
accounted for 50% of fresh food consumed while two others reported 15% and a third household said 
they produced 10% of their needs. The 3 households that reported producing sufficient to meet 50% of 
their needs also reported distributing a surplus to family members living elsewhere or their neighbours.  
 

5 Key informant interviews 

5.1 Food security during the pandemic 

This food security study has suggested that there are very few households in Postmasburg whose food 
situation has not been impacted by the lockdown in some way. Those families where breadwinners have 
been able to continue in employment are managing to make ends meet, but with increased difficulty. 
Many households headed by unemployed people and which survive on grants have had to cope with 
severe hunger at some point and many of these report that they are struggling to survive.  
 
In the words of a municipal official, “COVID-19 exposed poverty. Problems have existed for a long time 
before lockdown, but the situation is more dire than was originally realised. Many people depended on 
soup kitchens and when these closed, the level of desperation was far worse than anyone thought.” In 
the words of another resident, “it has become more difficult to get food and the means to survive for us 
unemployed people. I have been looking for a job for quite some time, now I can’t even go out to do 
piece work to feed myself let alone my family.” 
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The instant economic impact of lockdown was acutely felt in this fragile environment. A woman who has 
provided a valued service to the local community for several years by running a creche, found herself 
without any income from the first day of lockdown, and the same is true for her two caregivers. 
Overnight the respected facility that she built up painstakingly over ten years was closed. She says that 
social workers were not interested to help in the case of Early Childhood Development (ECD) facilities. 
She has moved from a shanty to stay with her sister in the township, to be closer to food. She looks after 
her grandchild who has a medical condition but who does not qualify for the child support grant because 
she is not the child’s mother. She has not been able to access any food parcels and says there are no 
clear criteria for doing so and, “I don’t want to fight.” 
 
A respondent who works at one of the mines reports that a lot of people are struggling, even some of 
those in lower positions at the mines, “but in Postmasburg poverty was already very high and people 
were dependent on SASSA grants. COVID made this much worse especially where there was no access 
to water and sanitation.” The respondent points out that a big gap was exposed between those who are 
‘really poor’, and those who are poor but able to provide something [to their families]. The worst areas 
according to respondents are: 
• Newtown - this is densely populated with a lot of child-headed households, “which become drug 

dens, and have rooms rented out.” 
• Maranteng - has high TB rates and high crime, “This is where the Nigerians run drugs and 

prostitutes.” 
• Boichoko – “has issues with gangsterism.” 
• Postdene - has informal settlements that have developed between the formal housing in the last 5 

years “just like Mountainview” (a more recent informal shack settlement). 
 

People working for small businesses did not get salaries; most were sent home without pay and believed 
they could rely on UIF pay outs. However, there was an unpleasant surprise for many of these workers: 
some small business owners had not registered employees for UIF and so workers are not able to access 
any benefits. “The Department of Labour is short staffed and not fully operational” so has failed to 
handle issues of non-registration. It had not been doing company checks for compliance, and the 
lockdown that has exposed employers for deducting UIF but not paying it over or registering their staff.  
 
An unexpected consequence of the lockdown has been an increased awareness of the composition of 
the Postmasburg population. Nobody took account of the number of foreign nationals in Postmasburg 
until this was revealed by the crisis. It appears that most staff of hospitality businesses are foreigners 
who have not had access to any food aid or other support, and prejudices against foreign nationals came 
through in the interviews. “We found out there are a lot of illegal immigrants that we didn’t know 
about.” “Most are undocumented and cheap labour from Zimbabwe.” Whether each part of this claim 
is true or not, it is clear that these people too need help to get food. 

 
Several of those interviewed say that monthly expenses have increased during lockdown, considering 
food costs, and the increased use of airtime/data for children to study from home. “In my family I stay 
with my aunt, 2 sisters and 3 children. Only me and one of my sisters are employed and we receive social 
grants for the 3 children. Our monthly food expense has increased during the lockdown from R2500 to 
R5000 due to no schools and everyone at home every day. The cooking patterns have changed, and 
more electricity and water are used than usual.” The reliance on the National School Nutrition 
Programme is also referred to many times: “Families who relied on the school feeding scheme are having 
it worse, as their kids were guaranteed a meal at school, then would come back to eat what’s available 
at home. This is no more. These families find themselves having to ensure there is food for the kids 
throughout the day. To do this, they ask for loans from loan sharks or at local spaza shops and this is not 
sustainable.”  
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The social grant system is the pillar that assists many families to buy food and stay alive as most people 
are out of jobs or receive half salaries, or less than that. A domestic worker who used to work for a few 
days every week could not get any work in the first month of lock down and so received no salary. 
However, someone gave her a food parcel. Her school-going daughter used to benefit from the school 
feeding scheme, but because of the closure of the schools the child is suffering after missing out on 
these meals. She shares that she would normally use her Child Support Grant to lay-by winter clothes 
for all her children but now she uses all the money for food. 
 

“If you’re dependent on a grant, then you are in trouble if you were supplementing the grant with 
piece work (skropwerkies) – doing domestic work or gardening.” 

 
The inability to do piece work during lockdown comes up as a factor in several interviews. A majority of 
interviews refer to the dependence on social grants: “Life is generally tough for me, but it has been made 
worse by the coronavirus and the lockdown. I am unemployed but do piece work when and where I can 
find it. I get a Child Support Grant for one of my two children. I lost my ID when my shack burnt down, 
and this prevents me from applying for the Child Support Grant for my youngest who is still a toddler. 
Normally I do domestic work at the Kolomela houses for 2 days a week. Whatever food I am given I take 
home for my children.” 
 
5.2 Availability and accessibility of food 

Most people buy food from retailers. One lay preacher observes that, “Early on in lockdown there was 
disruption of food supply from farms or wholesalers who were impacted by the bulk-buying needs of 
those who got tenders from the government, but we are back to normal now.” Another respondent 
points to the fragility of the supply chain: “One wholesaler in Postmasburg could not keep up or stay 
ahead of orders; there is need for more bulk suppliers in the area.” Representatives of national 
supermarket chains in Postmasburg reported that in the main supply chains had not been disrupted 
following lockdown. 
 
For most residents nothing much has changed in terms of where they buy food: “We normally buy at 
the end of the month at big supermarkets in town and buy small necessities such as milk, bread and 
sugar from local shops during the month. We have observed that the price of these small necessities has 
risen and there’s nothing we can do about it.”  
 
For some items, prices have not changed much, nor has availability: “I was still able to get offal and 
bones at Pick n Pay at their usual price during the lockdown.” For those buying at the retailers all the 
foods normally consumed were available and accessible except yeast, which became a scarce item 
during lockdown. “Normally I would not buy yeast for baking because it was more convenient to buy 
bread and other baked goods from the local supermarkets or shops. During lockdown we had to bake 
bread, but yeast was a scarce item. Then we realized that people were making home-made alcoholic 
brews and using yeast for this purpose. Many people were drunk during lockdown even though bottle 
stores and big supermarkets were not allowed to sell liquor.” A few of those interviewed pointed out 
that some items may be temporarily out of stock in shops, because  people buy supplies in bulk for fear 
that stock will run out. 
  
A significant contributor to the local food supply chain are spaza shops and tuckshops. In the first phase 
of lockdown all spaza shops were closed. “People who receive grants and pension can in normal times 
buy food on the book from the spaza shop owner. Lockdown removed this possibility.”  
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After initial lockdown provisions were relaxed spaza shops were able to open again, and people without 
ready cash to buy food immediately looked for credit. “There are a lot of spaza shops, and they offer 
credit. More than 90% of spazas are owned by Pakistanis, Ethiopians, Somalis and Bangladeshis.” The 
foreign-owned spaza shops are reportedly fully resourced and stocked. What was not considered when 
taking credit at the spaza shops is the effect of the loans after another month with no pay.  
 
“People are having to eat less now… with the little [money] that they have, it is given to loan sharks 
and spaza shops to repay what was borrowed before. This means we will forever be indebted to loan 

sharks and spaza shops.” 
 
In contrast to the ‘foreign-owned spaza shops’, the local tuckshops have found it more difficult to cope 
with the lockdown, and several people refer to the lack of stock of food items and the price hike in these 
tuckshops. “In the tuckshops’ shelves you only find the small items like tea bags, bread, sugar and not 
your bigger items and it takes a while for owners to receive new stock.” This tale is echoed by another 
respondent who said that, “Our community’s tuckshops are struggling to fill their shelves due to the 
lockdown situation. Now they are forced to increase their price on products to cover their cost.” A few 
respondents offer explanations for the difference between the spaza shops and tuckshops, some of 
which refer to regulations and some to mode of operation. “Local tuckshops struggled with getting 
licenses and permits, there were a lot of issues to be allowed to operate.” “Hawkers/informal traders in 
town who sell veggies are locals and feel they cannot compete with the foreigners who work together 
in groups and associations for buying power and distribution.”  
 
The overall message given repeatedly in the interviews is that for many people access to food has 
changed with the lockdown. “Families are struggling to feed their children as some are not working, and 
others receive half of their salaries. Children were fed while at school and that assisted most families.” 
School children who depended on the feeding scheme at school have gone without those vital meals. 
People who did piece jobs depended on the meal they received on the day they worked, and during lock 
down missed out on those meals since the piece work ended. Street vendors could not sell their wares, 
either perishable goods or clothing. This in turn meant that the poorer citizens had no access to cheaper 
perishables or clothing, while the informal traders went hungry during Phase 5 and Phase 4 of the 
lockdown. 
 
One respondent does her shopping early in the morning when the shop opens, or late in the evening 
just before shops close, to avoid queues and people. She only shops where she can practice social 
distancing or where there is enough space in the aisle and at tills. She observes that “People who use 
public transport have to stand in queues for hours when they go shopping.” 
 
5.3 Cost and affordability of food 

One respondent points out that even before the COVID-19 pandemic food cost more than in some other 
towns. “Being branded a mining town is a punishment since it makes prices skyrocket; even Kathu is 
more expensive than other cities.” Another agrees saying, “Tsantsabane is always much more expensive 
than major areas.”  
 
From this already high starting point, two factors have added to costs of keeping households food 
secure: first the fact that children are now at home and do not get the decent meal that was previously 
provided at school; and second, the fact that food prices increased. “Prices of food shot up during 
lockdown, [and remember that] even a 10% increase has a major impact because salaries did not 
increase”. With children not going to school and always at home, there has been more cooking than 
before.  Most respondents say that food prices have increased in the tuckshops and some claim that this 
is the case even at bigger retail outlets like Spar and Shoprite.  
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“The cost of food increases every month due to the price hikes, and then we may need meals 3 times 
a day… If you receive grants you don’t qualify to receive a food parcel, but a grant does not cover the 

increase in food costs.” 
 

One grandmother shares her story as the sole breadwinner in a family of seven. She lives with her three 
children and three grandchildren. The three grandchildren receive social grants, which help to barely 
cover costs every month. However, with the lockdown, the situation has become more precarious. 
“Before the lockdown started, our monthly food purchases were less than now, because most of the 
children were at school. We used to cook once or twice during the week and maybe three times during 
the weekends. Now we cook every day, sometimes 3 meals a day… we spend R5000 or more per month 
as there are so many mouths to feed. This increases the electricity bill and water usages. My children 
must buy more airtime and data than they used before, to do online studies and get updates and news 
about the COVID-19.” 
 
Every single respondent in the interviews speaks of the increase in the food prices in the period since 
the first lockdown. Some heads of household say they spend 50% more on food than previously while 
others reckon that on average prices have gone up by more than 20%. It is difficult to gather from the 
survey how big an increase there has in fact been, and shopkeepers are unwilling to speak about this, 
but some respondents provide examples readily: “Before lock down 10kg of lamb was R650 now it is 
R1050.” “Before the lockdown mealie meal cost R46 for a 10 kg now it costs R65.” “7 kg of potatoes used 
to cost R40 and now it costs R70.” “When Longlife milk was on special before lockdown it cost R65 now 
it costs R75.” “The price of chicken has increased.” 
 

“Every month the family has the same grocery list. Now we are getting less groceries for the same 
amount of money.” 

 
It makes a difference where people shop. Generally, Shoprite is considered cheaper, but most shops are 
considered to be expensive. It was claimed that wholesalers keep their prices the same as retailers like 
Shoprite, so they are not a cheaper option. A few households keep each other informed of the specials, 
because “when something is on special you can get it at prices the same as before lockdown… but then 
you might have to pay extra for taxi to get you to that part of town.” One of those interviewed says that 
she and her friends constantly inform each other about food specials. “Specials are good, but the basics 
are sky-high now. We run from one shop to another checking prices. Taxi costs R10 but when you come 
with shopping it can be R50… sometimes another passenger will help [to carry your food].” 
 
Shopping at the supermarkets is easiest for those with reliable income, but more difficult for those who 
have only a little money, because “People have to buy at least half a dozen eggs or a half a kilo of 
potatoes or onions.” On top of that spaza shops give credit, which is not possible at the supermarkets. 
When spaza shops were shut access to food became more difficult for those who needed small and 
occasional purchases, and costs of transport now added to food costs. “Normally spaza shop customers 
can buy loose eggs, potatoes, onions or even teabags. Now we had to go to town to buy these goods”.  
“Food and other items in the shops has increased and that makes things worse for most families. Some 
items in the shelves are not available and we use public transport to go and buy food… that makes us 
travel more to see if the items are back on the shelves, though the taxi fare is still the same.”  
 
“To buy a bread you had to either take a taxi or walk 3km… the price of a bread could be R32 if you 

have to take a taxi to buy it.” 
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Many grant recipients have taken loans with microlenders to get food, and people believe this is helping 
them. The biggest lender is known as ‘Mr Zen’ (a Chinese national). Police reported that his interest rates 
are within the legal regulations and he is registered as a financial services provider. This may be the case 
for Mr Zen, but may not be so for others, since one respondent said that, “We sometimes try to get 
more food by going to loan sharks even though they give you different rates from 20% to 25%, 
sometimes 50% of whatever you want to loan.”  
 
“We are scared that gangsters will start stealing from households more often, even while we are in 

the house, to get money for food and drugs.” 
 
All households, even those where people are working, are feeling the stress of finding enough money 
for food. The head of a household that has one person in permanent employment shares that, “We 
cannot afford to even buy new clothes as we do not know what is going happen next, so we save a bit 
for food always.” A resident reflects that those without homes also behave differently: “Street kids who 
sniff glue used to beg for R2 ‘om te gop’ (colloquial for sniffing glue; children say they sniff glue because 
it lessens hunger pangs) but now they ask you to buy them a half a loaf of bread.” A  household of 6 
people who have just managed to get by up to now, is nevertheless anxious, pointing out that, “We are 
scared that gangsters will start stealing from households more often, even while we are in the house, to 
get money for food and drugs.” 
 
5.4 Food-aid/food parcels 

Questions about food parcels invariably sees every person interviewed going into detail about what they 
know or have heard, and what they think of the distribution of food parcels. Since there is every reason 
to believe that some form of food provision to distressed households will have to continue for some 
time, and possibly long after the end of the present pandemic, we shall share this detail. 
 
5.4.1 Organisation around distribution of food parcels 
 
A Joint Operations Committee (JOC) was formed at the start of the lockdown that brought together 
SAPS, the municipality, Department of Social Development (DSD/SASSA), Department of Labour, 
Kolomela Mine (owned by Kumba Iron Ore), Beeshoek Mine (owned by Assmang), other smaller mines 
and the wider business sector, represented by a Mr Bredenkamp. In the opinion of some of those close 
to it, the JOC is working very well and has helped these different social actors to work together daily and 
have an input on planning. This kind of co-ordination is needed, and two of those interviewed argued 
that this forum should continue after the crisis, with one suggesting that the municipality could mobilise 
better and stop working in silos.  
 
DSD was tasked with coordinating the distribution of food parcels.  In the ten-week period from the start 
of the lockdown until the time of this survey, there had been about 3000 parcels distributed across 
Postmasburg, with around 1000 of these provided by Government through SASSA and the rest said to 
be coming mainly from Kumba and the SIOC Community Trust. The committee has realised that this has 
not covered even half of those in need of food. It estimates that approximately 6000 households need 
monthly food aid on an ongoing basis, since not even the huge additional spend on social grants has 
been enough to prevent food poverty. 
 
5.4.2 Criteria for food aid 
There is widespread speculation about the criteria for choosing who will get food parcels, and it is 
evident that there has been weak communication from the JOC to residents. It appears that the first 
criterion for inclusion on the list was that the residents names should appear on a database kept by DSD 
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of people who got meals from the five or six soup kitchens they ran across the townships before 
lockdown. Home checks done by a coalition of churches revealed that many more people were suffering 
silently. These people had not wanted to be seen going to soup kitchens before lockdown, so their names 
were not on the database, and they are now starving: “We kept quiet because people talk when they 
know you’re hungry.”  Local NGOs were also asked to check which homes were in need. Councillors were 
not supposed to be involved but did help in putting names on lists. “The Councillor took our names for 
the food parcel list he was compiling but then not everyone received a food parcel.” All lists were 
submitted to DSD to eliminate duplications. 
 
5.4.3 Community perceptions 
Several of those interviewed mentioned that the distribution of food parcels was halted initially because 
the mayor wanted to be present when they were distributed. This incident might have contributed to a 
widespread feeling that delivery of food parcels is a party-political matter that favours those close to 
the ruling party. “The distribution of the food parcels has been bad and corrupt. Some families were 
registered to receive food parcels but since then some have received it once or twice and other families 
not even once.” “The rumour is that Kolomela… assists in giving the food parcels, but the councillors and 
even the NGOs involved select the people they love, and close relatives.” “The mayor is chairman of JOC 
and wants to be in the forefront of distributing food parcels… the SANDF also report to the mayor in her 
role as chair of the JOC.” “The Premier and MEC visited Tsantsabane in the first week of lockdown when 
food parcels were distributed by DSD. A pensioner told the MEC that she was unhappy about the 
distribution of the food parcels. Her name was taken but she did not receive one.” 
 

“[There is] a lot of disgruntlement around who is getting food parcels as there are those with 
political agendas trying to ‘assist’ who gets on lists.” 

 
Some people speak about their frustration openly: “These are our own elder children that we educated 
who now don’t see the need to help others,” and “People from outside see our need, not our own local 
leaders, they stop us getting help!” One person, speaking about the councillors’ lack of interest in 
ordinary people, becomes angry, saying, “They play with people’s money, and don’t give food parcels to 
anyone who is not in their own group. Hulle murg jou uit!” Another woman maintains faith in her local 
councillor, claiming that “Councillors write your name on the list but then DSD or SASSA scratches it 
out.” Later an official of DSD shares that most of the people that were selected to receive the food 
parcels came from the councillors and the municipality’s data base. 
 

“They play with people’s money, and don’t give food parcels to anyone who is not in their own 
group. Hulle murg jou uit!” 

 
Perceptions about what the criteria are for households to qualify for food parcels are varied. “We could 
not register for food parcels because Kolomela mentioned that if you work at the mine you will not get 
any food parcels even if you register for it.” “Some people who get pension fund are told they cannot 
receive the food parcels even though their families cannot manage to feed everyone as they were 
assisted by school meals during school hours.” “Food parcels have been handed out, one per household 
for all those households earning less than R4000.” “Some of the criteria for who received a food parcel 
was grantees without extra work.” 
 
5.4.4 Communication and confidence 
The lack of communication from the JOC, which is assumed to be controlled by the municipality and 
councillors, leaves people confused and aggrieved. “But it was not clearly communicated, even though 
people went door to door to find out who needs food parcels. It was not communicated that food parcels 
were not going to be distributed monthly.  
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For example, in May they delivered to four houses in our street and in June went to another four houses. 
This was a once off thing, people were not happy because everyone needs food.” “We don’t know why 
we are not receiving the food parcel and when we ask the people from the municipality some tell us 
that we are still in line to receive it, and others tell us we have enough grant money as a family to buy 
monthly food and so we do not qualify!”. A member of staff in DSD acknowledges the problem saying, 
“There has been a lot of complaints and some community members going on strike about the criteria 
that is used to select the people who received the food parcel, as they do not understand the criteria 
itself.” This staff member said if we had time she could explain in detail about the criteria, because they 
are not simple to explain.  
 

“We have registered for the food parcels but since then we have not received anything, and we see 
others receive them every month.”  

 
“The councillor or the municipality do not give us any update on the food parcel situation as we are 

always in the dark.” 
 

Although the distribution of food parcels has only happened since April, it is apparent that there is 
already a high level of dependency on them. “Vulnerable families rely heavily on food parcels and these 
are not distributed every month and we have no idea of the selection and distribution process. In one 
street, three families received food parcels in one month and others who are on the same situation did 
not get. The following month, food parcels were given to some other families, and one family had to 
divide theirs with the family next door. We think this is unfair…”. Those left out are puzzled at the reason, 
but they are often timid to ask. “The truck moves in the street, but they just pass us by. We are three 
old ladies and we don’t know the criteria. We don’t want to ask because they will think we’re into 
politics.”  Another single woman looking after 2 children without any child support grant because she 
lost her ID in a fire, shares that “we don’t know who qualifies, but you can’t stand up… if you raise your 
voice there’s a threat that in future you might have trouble.” 
 
“The first food parcels were for the pensioners. These were nice hampers. When the second hampers 
were distributed, it was for certain, selected people. Their ‘favourites’. There was apartheid with the 

distribution of the hampers.” 
 
The fact that there are differences in the quality of food parcels also brings unhappiness, because it is 
known that there is one single committee that organises the distribution and the assumption is therefore 
made that the committee took the decision to give some people more than others. Some families who 
did get food complain that their food parcels have very few items. And although we are told repeatedly 
that DSD and SASSA are alone responsible for delivering food parcels, weak communication brings 
suspicion on every agency: “NGOs are involved in distributing the food parcels, but they first focused on 
their loved ones then the community. Some of the food parcels are half and with cheaper products 
inside.” One person interviewed claims that she had to literally fight to get a food parcel. This was 
awarded to her friend who is a single mother of 4. “We then shared the food parcel that consisted of 
the following items: Bread flour, yeast, 2 tins of fish, 2 tins of baked beans and 2 bars of Sunlight soap.” 
She thinks that part of the reason that she is being overlooked is because she doesn’t have an ID. 
 
One respondent supports his family on a disability grant and is barely able to keep food on the table. He 
has received some assistance from his church and neighbours, but his family has not received any 
government assistance in the form of a food parcel. He says sadly that white people do not receive food 
parcels from government, because there is a mistaken assumption that white people are not struggling. 
He tells an anecdote of a white neighbour who was locked up for 3 hours because she took a food parcel 
but is unwilling to elaborate on this story. 



 23 

There is a fear about the food parcels stopping. Some recognise that this can only be a temporary 
strategy, but they point out that those without money will still need help with food. “People do not want 
to depend on food parcels as it’s not sustainable, so they came up with different means to sustain 
themselves. Others are loan sharks, and others sell cigarettes at high prices even though its illegal.” “We 
hope that they give food parcels to everyone who needs them every month because the moment they 
give them out once, people eat it all and go then have to back to the same struggle to live that they were 
in before.” There is extreme anxiety about the possibility of the food parcels ending altogether so that 
there is no way for households to get food. “Even those who received are not confident that they will 
receive again, and to be fair to them [the JOC/DSD] we don’t know why they only give us once, maybe 
it’s due to lack of food to distribute.” 
  
5.4.5 Proposals for improvement 
In many cases those who had voiced their unhappiness about the distribution of food parcels have no 
suggestions at all about how things can be done better; “When you’re poor and not educated, this can 
get you into a box. You just think about coronavirus…”   
 
Some of those interviewed however are keen to make proposals about improvement, some of which 
flow from what has been said above. Several people speak of the absolute necessity to have clear criteria 
that are communicated to everyone. They argue that a communications strategy is key for any work of 
the JOC in future, and even propose communications mechanisms, including WhatsApp groups, 
Facebook, social services announcements, and radio.  
 
“Youth are present in almost every home, and they are on WhatsApp and Facebook the whole day!” 
 
Many proposals for improvements are about different ways to distribute food parcels. Some people 
speak to the committees that are meant to guide local councillors: “Going back to the issue of food 
parcels, I think it’s better to use ward committees to learn which families need food parcels. This is 
because they know the community better and they would not give food parcels just once.” Others speak 
as if they are reporting on a decision taken at a mass meeting saying, “The Community would prefer 
faith-based organisations, they will be best to distribute the food parcel as they would know who needs 
it the most.” Another voice suggests that, “Even outside people or NGOs can come and distribute the 
food parcels, because people who are from the same community or province get corrupt and feed their 
own families”. One person says, “I think schools should be given the responsibility to distribute the food 
parcels as they know which families suffers a lot by spending more time with the learners.” Someone 
speaks more generally about the challenges thrown up by the pandemic, saying “We need a good system 
that can assist the community to receive the food parcels and be taught how to protect themselves 
through this challenges we are faced with and how children can learn from home in an easy way that 
won’t cost them so much.” Another person reports that, “Our organisation (NAWCA) tried to apply for 
the distribution of the food parcels to assist the municipality and the mines. They keep saying we will 
respond soon but no updates has been given to us and we think the our municipality system and 
councillor is very corrupt, they want to feed themselves and be saved from the hunger during this 
lockdown.”  
 
While these people may all have different candidates for the task of distributing food parcels, there is a 
common thread running through all conversation: it is not possible to deliver parcels without substantial 
involvement of community-rooted organisation; the partnership around food distribution needs to 
include those who are seen as its beneficiaries. 
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Three sets of proposals move away from the food parcels system altogether.  The first speaks of the 
need for a voucher system: “Giving people vouchers to go and buy for themselves will work exceptionally 
good as there will be no corruption and people can buy what they want and choose the best product.” 
“If vouchers were given to people and buy whatever they need would work much better and honestly 
than the corruption that we see in our ward.” There are some people who openly caution against a 
voucher system however: “Food parcels are better than cash vouchers. People will abuse the voucher 
and not use it for the purpose it was intended for.” This person also suggests improving the food parcels, 
to include more dry food like beans and soya mince that families can combine with mealie meal. 
 
The second set of proposals, advanced by only a handful of people, is to forget about providing food 
through parcels or vouchers, but instead to have several soup kitchens in every township. “We should 
cook at community soup kitchens; you only need eight  for the whole of Boichoko. Each kitchen will cater 
for specific houses or streets, and then either someone can come and collect, or we deliver. This will 
also create jobs.”  
 
The third set of proposals speaks to the longer-term needs for food security in Postmasburg, and these 
suggestions can be summed up by one respondent: “We need to expand the stokvel system. We can 
buy in bulk and divide food between the households that are members. We can do this every month for 
the staples that everyone eats, and if we can get participation from a lot of households, we can even 
buy from Kimberley and supply to our members at lower prices than the shops.” 
 
5.5 Other coping mechanisms 

A church leader reports that many in their congregation are going hungry. “One widow uses all her 
money to cook food every day, in a big pot. People come every day to get a meal and for most of them 
it is the only food they get. She gets no support from anyone in government or business, she just keeps 
on using up whatever she has.”  In similar displays of solidarity, some churches are distributing their own 
food parcels, not only to their own congregants but to whomever is facing hunger. 
 
In Lockdown Level 4 one essential worker returned to work and was able to recall her domestic worker 
to work at home. She discovered that the domestic worker would not eat the lunch she provided but 
would take the food home to share with her family. “I had to provide her with extra groceries to tide her 
over because I am the only person able to do work during the lock down.” 
 
Several of those interviewed mention that more people than usual are knocking at the door begging for 
food. Some respondents share food with neighbours that are having a hard time during the lockdown. 
Some households who have a little more money than others are doing soup drives – making soup and 
distributing in poorer parts of their town. “In this time neighbours help each other with a cup of sugar 
or other food when necessary.” One woman goes to her mother in Postdene and sometimes leaves the 
children with her while she looks for work. Sometimes she spends a few days there when she has no 
food in the house. Another woman reports that her sister “has gone to the rich [people’s] house looking 
for food.” 
 
Many families are limiting their food intake to make groceries stretch and have one cooked meal per 
day. Most respondents report that their families are cutting down on fruit and luxuries. “We have had 
to adjust our grocery list. Our family had to accept that we will have to cut out some items.” 
 
Several respondents mention that they are part of a food club (stokvel) where they pay in a monthly 
amount and then get food in December just before Christmas. So far, no food club has taken the decision 
to bring forward the date when food sharing will happen, trying to leave the funds to accumulate until 
the end of the year.   
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“We have our women’s society to save money to buy food at the end of the year and we are continuing 
with it despite the lockdown situation.” One respondent however shared that she can no longer afford 
to be part of the stokvel, “Because the monthly levies are too high – R300. And besides, you only get the 
groceries at the end of the year. How will I get by for the rest of the month?” 
 
Some people offer to do some gardening work for their neighbours in exchange for food, or occasionally 
for money. 
 
5.6 Own food production 

A question about producing food locally meets with puzzlement from some respondents. “There have 
been no attempts to even create gardens and why spend on water if you don’t even have for yourself, 
and the soil is poor…”. One respondent immediately lists some key factors that discourage efforts to 
grow food noting that, “Hardly any food is growing at home as yards are generally very small, there is 
no access to seeds, and no education to use the land for growing.” One person reflects on a vegetable 
garden that was supporting five households in the second half of 2019 saying, “Shame, those people 
didn’t have fertiliser so they had poor quality vegetables and little quantity. Their cabbage had lice 
[aphids.]” One long-time resident of Postmasburg points out soberly that conditions are simply not 
favourable for any growing of food: “Our yard is small, so we cannot have a decent place to start a food 
garden, and the weather patterns change a lot, and most do not have experience on which seeds to 
plant during the different seasons.” Several others contribute similar views, saying that, “It would be 
possible to start a food garden but the accessibility to water is a problem… water is generally for 
household use and there isn’t enough for a home garden too.” On top of the climatic and other physical 
conditions, and the lack of experience in food production, there are social factors that deter efforts at 
food production. “There were a few small groups who were planting food some time ago, but it was 
always vandalised and stolen so they gave up…”  
 

“There is no culture in Postmasburg for growing food, people think it’s a rural thing to grow food.” 
 
The same question brings an interested response from a minority of respondents, and it is worth sharing 
their reflections: “We need to encourage this as people don’t currently see growing food at home as a 
solution.” “There is no local food production company or cooperative where I live, but if it can be started, 
it would be helpful. People would plant their own vegetables and only buy big stuff in town. However, I 
haven’t met anyone who wants to start their own food production, I think it’s because no one has such 
an activity.” A few respondents reflect that some people have started a food garden to supplement their 
families’ food supplies, but that “most of us have limited space in our yards. We should look at initiatives 
like potato boxes or growing in tyres.” One respondent shares that she is considering growing vegetables 
and is researching on Pinterest the ways people use small spaces for growing. Several people remember 
a time when school gardens were working. Another reflects that nobody asks the municipality for land 
for planting but “it has received requests for grazing (sheep, goats, cattle) on the outskirts of town - the 
area when coming in from Kimberly behind the new Kumba houses.” 
 
“Schools must reignite the compulsory gardens to feed kids and give the excess to charities and the 

vulnerable. The mine funded food gardens long ago at some schools and they worked!” 
 

This ‘agro-optimist’ group sees Postmasburg as linked to the broader Tsantsabane district, but each 
respondent has only sketchy ideas about whether Tsantsabane’s rural areas can supply food to 
Postmasburg. “Groenwater is a good place to grow food and it can supply locally to be cheaper [than 
current prices.] I have seen tunnels but I’m not sure what’s happening or what’s going on there.” 
Another speaks with interest about the potential across the district, saying “I know that people of Jenn 
Haven, Groenwater and Skeyfontein are small stock farmers and grow vegetables. They have land and 
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water so can be involved in these activities.” But even within this small grouping of agro-optimists, there 
is recognition of difficulties caused by climate and disaffected youth. “There were tunnels at Skeyfontein 
where they had water some time ago, but they were damaged by windstorms. The Skeyfontein tunnels 
used to sell cabbages to Spar and they also produced honey. I’m not sure if it is still working; water tanks 
and land location might have had an effect and I hear there were problems with vandalism.” 
 
5.7 Adapting to living with the pandemic 

One respondent feels there should be more education around the dangers of COVID-19. He sees youth 
from Carnation walking through his neighbourhood without practicing social distancing or wearing 
masks. “Even though there are relatively few cases of people in Tsantsabane being infected with the 
virus, it is a mining town and there is constant movement of people from other places who can bring the 
virus to Postmasburg. There are no organisations or people to teach us about safety measures or give 
us any updates on our community on what will happen next - mostly about the food parcels.”  
 
As it turns out, there has been a certain amount of public education about the coronavirus and 
prevention of infection. Kolomela provided training around COVID-19 protocols for Tsantsabane Alcohol 
and Drugs Services (TADS) and LoveLife. TADS in turn trained 2 groups of 30 people. Department of 
Health (DoH) also provided training and education about COVID-19. A week before lockdown Kolomela 
and the DoH developed posters and pamphlets about COVID-19. NGOs were involved in a ‘knock and 
drop’ exercise, distributing pamphlets at shops, hiking spots and traffic lights - any point where many 
people walk by or any busy spot.  
 
Given the inevitability of a spike in COVID-19 infections, there is validity in some respondents’ concern 
about the extent of public awareness, and the continuation of risky behaviour when strict levels of 
lockdown ended. We are told that on the 1st of June when alcohol could be sold, people were queuing 
up to buy alcohol. “I wonder where people get the money to buy booze rather than buying food, is 
alcohol better than food to some?” Worse, this return to alcohol brought back old patterns, where 
“there was no social distancing and measures to prevent or stop people being close to each other. In 
taverns people drank until late and police had to intervene and separate them to go home. A few 
accidents happened that night where people fight, or cause motor accidents.” 
 
Several people worry about issues other than food, noting that, “Winter this year will be challenging as 
people are used to buying winter clothes, but due to lockdown, more focus is on food. They will wear 
old clothes.” Another person suggests that “We need an NGO, that would go door to door and find out 
who wants to contribute blankets to help those in need.” Some others say there is no need to worry 
since companies have donated blankets and warm clothes. 
 
The first signs of resilience towards the continuation of the pandemic are beginning to show. 
Seamstresses are making and selling masks, and the public is mostly adhering to the call for people to 
wear masks. At TADS people are not attended to if they don’t wear masks. The public is not allowed into 
the offices, appointments are held in the therapy room where the furniture has been changed, with 
sofas removed and replaced by plastic chairs. The rooms are sanitized after each session. “The sessions 
have become very cold and almost impersonal, but this is the only way we can continue to do our work.” 
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6 Summary of key findings 

This chapter identifies key insights into local food security through a synthesises of the quantitative data 
gathered through the purposive telephonic survey with the qualitative data obtained through the key 
informant interviews. These in turn inform a set of recommendations for action and avenues for further 
investigation, towards improving local food security.  
 
6.1  Demographics – relatively high levels of dependency 

Before lockdown, Postmasburg exhibited relatively high levels of dependency thanks to higher than 
average household sizes and an especially high number of young economically inactive persons there. 
This has been exacerbated by increased lockdown average household sizes pointing to increasing levels 
of vulnerability to household food insecurity.  
 
6.2 Employment – already high unemployment worsens 

Already high levels of unemployment in Postmasburg have worsened substantially with over a quarter 
of those either formally or informally employed suffering a complete loss of income following lockdown. 
This will have had a profound effect on the ability of the households concerned to meet their food and 
other basic needs, particularly when the fact that a fifth of households surveyed reported that no-one 
was formally or informally employed even before lockdown is taken into account. Even those 
households with some wage income are struggling. “Families are struggling to feed their children as 
some are not working, and others receive half of their salaries.” 
 
6.3 Household income – drastic falls foretell hardship 

A precipitous fall in aggregate household incomes exceeding twenty percent after lockdown foretells 
increased hardship across Postmasburg with a higher relative fall in mean household incomes amongst 
shack-dwelling households correlating with a collapse in informal sector activity at that time. With 
economic recovery likely to be protracted this hardship will probably be felt for the foreseeable future. 
“It has become more difficult to get food and the means to survive for us unemployed people. I have 
been looking for a job for quite some time, now I can’t even go out to do piece work to feed myself let 
alone my family.” 
 
6.4 Social grants – genie out of the bottle? 

With more than half of surveyed households receiving one or more social grants, the lockdown 
announcement of a temporary increase in the value thereof may have helped many families to stave off 
hunger in the face of significant job losses and reduced incomes. However, the eventual re-adjustment 
of the value of grants downwards to pre-lockdown levels will further reduce average monthly household 
incomes and increase hardship which is likely to bring severe social repercussions and rising tension as 
hunger increases. At the same time, maintaining grants at current levels may be fiscally impossible in 
the current macro-economic climate without a diversion of resources from another important area of 
public spending. This provides a difficult conundrum for policy makers. The genie may be out of the 
bottle! 
 
6.5  Invisible poverty – limited information and foreign workers 

The effective closure of the hospitality industry has revealed higher-than-expected numbers of 
immigrants in Postmasburg. While registered asylum seekers and special permit holders are eligible for 
COVID-19 Social Relief Grants, those who are not properly documented are not. “We found out there 
are a lot of illegal immigrants that we didn’t know about” reported key informants interviewed adding 
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that many foreign nationals in Postmasburg had not been able to access assistance from the State and 
had largely been left to fend for themselves. They effectively therefore constitute a category of invisibly 
poor persons. 
  
6.6 Food availability – accessible but not affordable 

There have been no major disruptions in retail food supply chains and food therefore remains accessible 
to those that can afford it.  However, affordability is a function of the price of food and the financial 
means to buy it.  There is a general perception that food costs have increased substantially. Some heads 
of household say they spend 50% more on food than before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic while 
others reckon that on average prices have gone up by more than 20%. This study has revealed that the 
poor have lost income and in many cases have spent less on food after lockdown suggesting a probable 
increase in food poverty for this part of the population. At the same time, those that could manage to 
pay more for food have done so although with fixed incomes they may have only been able to “afford” 
to do so by diverting spending from other areas such as energy, health or education. This could see an 
increase in non-food poverty and increases in other dimensions of household vulnerability. 
 
6.7 Food spend - rising inequality 

Data from the quantitative survey noted an increase of over ten percent in the share of average monthly 
household income devoted to food spend amongst the sample population. That this may disguise 
widening inequality arising from the contrasting way in which lockdown impacted on employment and 
household income is evidenced by data showing the shift in food spend between households. Those 
who were able to increase spending on food after lockdown spent 2.8 times the amount spent by those 
that could not, up from a multiple of only 1.2 between the same households before lockdown. This 
growing inequality exposes differing levels of resilience to the impact of lockdown, in particular 
vulnerability to food insecurity.  
 
6.8 Food insecurity predates lockdown and has increased 

The majority of households surveyed reported spending more than half of their income on food before 
the COVID-19 lockdown. This finding was corroborated by using the StatsSA Food Poverty Line measure 
to estimate that three-fifths of households surveyed were already “food poor” before lockdown. This 
pre-existing food stress is further illustrated by the finding that in almost a third of households one or 
more adults or children were forced to skip a meal since lockdown because there wasn’t enough money 
to buy food, and, that just over two-fifths of households had borrowed money to buy food since 
lockdown. “Families are struggling to feed their children as some are not working, and others receive 
half of their salaries. Children were fed while at school and that assisted most families.”  
 
6.9 Food accessibility – eat now, pay later 

A lot of spaza shops allow food purchases on credit and many people have had to turn to micro-lenders 
and “loan sharks” to borrow money to buy food. Many grant recipients have taken up these loans but 
are struggling to service the debt due to diminished incomes and high interest rates. “We sometimes try 
to get more food by going to loan sharks even though they give you different rates from 20% to 25%, 
sometimes 50% of whatever you want to loan.” Some respondents bemoaned their vulnerability 
lamenting that they will “forever” be indebted to loan sharks and spaza shop owners. “People are having 
to eat less now…with the little [money] that they have, it is given to loan sharks and spaza shops to repay 
what was borrowed before.”   
 



 29 

6.10 Food aid – insufficient and contested 

Despite the negative impacts of lockdown on employment, household incomes and food expenditure, 
only a quarter of households surveyed reported receiving a food parcel. Even with the efforts of 
government and the private sector, working through a Joint Operations Committee (JOC), 
underestimation of need has meant that a significant food aid deficit remains with key respondents 
estimating that less than half of those in need had been reached. Data gathered through the survey also 
paints a picture that suggests that more needs to be done to accurately target food aid to support those 
most in need. Suggestions about how to do this and the role that churches, schools, NGOs, and even 
ward committees could play were made by several key respondents. Some also argue for other, less 
logistically challenging and more administratively reliable means of providing food aid than handing out 
food parcels. 
 
Some food-stressed households had not registered on the Department of Social Development’s 
database is because of the social stigma attached to being seen standing in line at a soup kitchen. “We 
kept quiet because people talk when they know you’re hungry.”  While the JOC drew on the capacity of 
some NGOs to advise on an expanded list of households needing food aid, it is has not forged close 
relationships in different neighbourhoods of the town and is experienced as being remote from 
community actors. 
 
There has been poor communication from the JOC, and especially weak communication of the criteria 
used to determine who qualifies for parcels. Perhaps because of this there are strong community 
suspicions that food parcel distribution is affected by the bias of local councillors. “The distribution of 
the food parcels has been bad and corrupt. Some families were registered to receive food parcels but 
since then some have received it once or twice and other families not even once.” Allegations of 
impropriety, favouritism, and even discrepancies in the content of food parcels have left people 
confused and aggrieved. It is unsurprising therefore that over three-quarters of households were not 
confident of receiving food aid if they were to need it. 
 
6.11 Child hunger – where is the National School Nutrition Programme? 

For nearly half of households surveyed, the closing of schools has exposed the high levels of dependence 
on the National School Nutrition Programme and increased the burden on already stressed household 
food budgets to endure the additional cost of replacing those meals provided through the schools. 
“Families who relied on the school feeding scheme are having it worse, as their kids were guaranteed a 
meal at school, then would come back to eat what’s available at home. This is no more.” Until the 
programme is resumed, “food poor” households with qualifying children may need to be prioritised for 
food aid. 
 
6.12  Improving resilience – grow your own? 

An insignificant number of households surveyed reported growing food for own consumption and key 
respondents reflected that there is no culture of home food gardens in Postmasburg, where high water 
costs would in any case make this difficult. “Hardly any food is growing at home as yards are generally 
very small, there is no access to seeds, and no education to use the land for growing.” Lockdown 
experiences have however stimulated some interest in working for some level of food self-sufficiency. 
Green shoots of resilience have been showing in some examples of civic initiative that emerged within 
weeks of lockdown. Several churches provide food aid in their neighbourhoods and there are stories of 
remarkable individuals who provide a meal to the hungry every day, using their own resources.  
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7 Reflections and recommendations 

This concluding section of the report reflects on some of the key issues arising from the study and makes 
recommendations for further action. By providing deeper insights into the crisis triggered by the COVID-
19 lockdown, this food security study may help leadership groupings from all stakeholder groups within 
Tsantsabane to recognise the severity of the situation and refine their responses designed to alleviate 
the plight of those in greatest need. This section also reflects on the findings of similar studies conducted 
in other parts of the country and identifies possibilities for comparable interventions in Postmasburg.   
 
7.1 Severity of the situation 

Prior to the COVID-19 lockdown, the town of Postmasburg already displayed disproportionately high 
levels of food insecurity even in the context of its location in a province with South Africa’s highest 
proportion of households faced with “severely inadequate access to food”. The quantitative and 
qualitative data gathered through this study suggests that the full extent of deprivation and need that 
existed prior to lockdown may not have been fully appreciated. Once the plight of the poor was 
magnified so visibly by lockdown and the severity of the situation revealed,  a number of actors were 
prompted to take extraordinary measures to mitigate food insecurity. This report suggests that even 
now there may not be a full appreciation of the extent of the food crisis, and the intolerable strains 
placed on many households.  
 
Initial responses have had to focus on protecting human health and providing emergency food aid but 
in truth this is just the tip of the iceberg.  A number of factors point to the need for a wider economic 
response to ameliorate the negative impacts of lockdown that persist despite some relaxation in 
restrictions, and stimulate the local economy. A programmatic response is required that combats: 
 
• the magnitude of formal job losses; 
• the collapse of incomes derived from informal sector activity; 
• the polarisation and growing inequality between those that could afford to spend more on food and 

those who were forced to buy less food; 
• the suspension of the National Schools Nutrition Programme; and  
• the differential and disproportionate impact lockdown has had on the poorest of the poor. 
 

Recommendation: Investigate and estimate the economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
the local economy of Postmasburg and formulate a programmatic response to stimulating its 
revival as part of an updated Integrated Development Plan (IDP) and Local Economic 
Development (LED) strategy. 

 
7.2 Ramping up food aid: a test-case for cross-sectoral collaboration  

A first element in the programmatic response suggested in Section 7.1 above is a ramping up of food aid 
to improve the quantum and efficiency of its distribution. As it turns out, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
catalysed the formation of a body, the Joint Operations Committee, to respond to immediate challenges 
posed by the pandemic. In addition to coordinating health responses, the JOC has played a lead role in 
coordinating the provision of food aid locally.  
 
Some members of the JOC state that the forum is working well and report that it is the best example of 
cross-sectoral collaboration there has ever been in Postmasburg. However, the body has also been 
criticised because of a communications gap between it and the residents of Tsantsabane, a perceived 
bias in distributing food, and because of the insufficient quantum and efficiency of distribution of this 
food aid. 
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To address the issues of communication and effective targeting of food aid recipients two things are 
needed. First, it is essential to involve community-based organisations in this fledgling platform for cross-
sectoral collaboration as the one major stakeholder group that is not satisfactorily represented on the 
JOC (see Section 7.4 for more detail on this). Further, to ensure greater efficiency in food aid distribution, 
regular and reliable information/data is critical. A more rigorous means needs to be put in place to 
determine need and inform distribution in the future.   
 

Recommendation: Implement a food security monitoring system to track food poverty and 
inform future food aid distribution. There are good examples of citizen networks acting as 
conduits for data and information elsewhere in the country and these could be activated in 
Postmasburg to support food aid distribution 

 

7.3 The JOC as a platform for multi-stakeholder collaboration 

The appreciation of the JOC as vehicle for cross-sectoral collaboration and the proposal that it should 
continue beyond the pandemic raises the question of whether it could become a platform for ongoing 
cooperation. After ramping up food aid in the short-term, a programmatic response to the negative 
economic impact of the lockdown must be a redoubling of efforts to promote long-term sustainable 
growth and development in Postmasburg.  
 
Now more than ever, the role of the mining companies is key. Through their statutory commitments to 
Social and Labour Plan expenditure, they can help to catalyse long-term sustainable development and 
food security. However, successes achieved thus far have been modest when viewed against the needs 
of the population of Postmasburg and the substantial investments made by the mining companies. 
Improving the impact of this spending is a clear and obvious target and achieving it will need 
collaboration of all actors. 
 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, stakeholders who have often been guilty of talking past one another 
have collaborated in a coordinated way on both health matters and food-aid through the JOC. Arguably 
the time is right to build on this and seek a new social compact that prioritises household food security 
in the short-term, and over the longer term reduces vulnerability to multi-dimensional poverty through 
development initiatives involving all community actors. JOC members will doubtless be able to suggest 
the adjustments that may need to be made to transform the committee into a forum for multi-
stakeholder initiatives. 
 
Such a forum would be an appropriate place for stakeholders to craft consensus positions on a vision for 
development of the area, plans on how to achieve that vision and mechanisms for coordinating 
implementation of those plans. Potentially it could also be the body that monitors the impact of 
development initiatives intended to reduce household vulnerability, reduce poverty and promote 
sustainability beyond mining.  
 
Of course the feasibility of transforming the JOC in this manner will depend in the first place on whether 
it can demonstrate success in ramping-up and efficiently distributing food aid by incorporating the 
community as a stakeholder grouping. If the JOC is able to do this it will be well-positioned to connect 
immediate responses around the COVID-19 food crisis to long term food systems change. 

 
Recommendation: Investigate options for the transformation of the JOC into a platform for post-
pandemic, multi-stakeholder collaboration on wider development initiatives (in the context of 
the need for a new paradigm for coordinated development planning and management) 
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7.4 Community organization for food security: a moment of truth 

The findings of this study regarding the high incidence of food poverty and the severity of the economic 
impacts of lockdown, point to the urgent need for increased food-aid. However, it has become evident 
that the State is unable to meet this challenge alone for any length of time. Lessons learned in other 
places show that strengthened food security means organization by communities themselves. 
Encouragingly, this study has shown that in Postmasburg there is a groundswell of support for 
community leaders to get involved in organization for food aid, suggesting that there can be proactive 
community responses to the current crisis. Indeed, some residents of the town have taken it upon 
themselves to set up soup kitchens, using their own resources. 
 
However, although community consultation and community participation in development planning are 
advocated by government and corporate actors there has been no systematic attention to or investment 
in community organisation for development. At the same time weak community organisation is used to 
explain the failure of poorly planned and badly executed projects that purport to be for community 
benefit.  The COVID-19 crisis and the increased food insecurity that it has brought about provide an 
opportunity, if not an imperative, for government and corporate actors to break away from “planning 
for and without” the local community; and instead to draw on community energy, creativity and resolve 
and support community organisation for immediate food aid and long-term food security.  
 
Failure to involve citizens actively in efforts to provide food aid and to organise for increased food 
security in the longer term may lead to penalties far greater than mere inefficiency in delivery. When 
communities are not organizing on their own behalf for development, there is invariably increased 
organization against efforts from above and against law and order more generally. The fears of some 
residents about gangs robbing households in order to get food offer a glimpse of a potential future, as 
does the food riots and looting that have started in some parts of the country. 
 

Recommendation: Government and corporate actors in Postmasburg collaborate to “invest” in 
civic initiatives that could strengthen community organisation around the ramping up of food 
aid through the JOC, focused on initiatives such as: 
 
• restoration of school food gardens; 
• development of a network of community-run food kitchens; 
• bulk food buying cooperatives; 
• increased local food production; 
• public health education; and 
• improved communication, information dissemination, and health education through a local 

community radio station. 
 
7.5 Improved understanding of household vulnerability and multi-dimensional poverty  

This food security study has revealed in striking fashion that in the face of food poverty many households 
also experience poverty of opportunity and choice, power and voice, and human security. The inability 
of many to mitigate the negative impacts of the lockdown revealed low levels of resilience to what is in 
effect a general condition of multi-dimensional poverty. This lack of adaptive capacity confirms high 
levels of vulnerability amongst poor households in the Postmasburg area to any future external shocks. 
 
Understanding this vulnerability and monitoring its form and character is important under “normal” 
circumstances. In the current crisis, which will continue into the foreseeable future, it becomes an 
imperative for success of any food relief or development programmes.  
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Moreover, for those stakeholders involved in promoting economic development in the area it should by 
now be apparent that they need to have a baseline against which to measure the impact of their efforts. 
Establishing this through an in-depth household vulnerability and multi-dimensional poverty survey 
would permit the optimization of strategies designed to build resilient and food secure communities, 
placing the area on a pathway to sustainable development.   
 

Recommendation: Stakeholders should collaborate to finance a household vulnerability survey 
to establish levels of multi-dimensional poverty as a baseline for the development of multi-
stakeholder strategies for poverty reduction and the promotion of sustainable economic 
development. 

 
7.6 Lessons learned elsewhere 

At the same time as this food security study was conducted in Postmasburg, a number of other studies 
have been undertaken elsewhere in South Africa and there is a burgeoning academic literature on the 
threat to food security and levels of inequality and poverty posed by the COVID-19 crisis. A review of 
many of these studies and engagement with the organisations named in them could provide valuable 
insight into a range of practical measures that could be considered to improve food security in 
Tsantsabane. 
 
It is encouraging to note that the findings of many of them, (e.g. Spaull et al19 ) using much larger survey 
samples in larger urban areas, reveal the same kinds of issues as those arising from this survey in a small 
mining town. Others, such as Wegerif 20 and Hamann 21 provide insight into specific issues that may have 
applicability in Postmasburg.   
 
Wegerif examines the substantial role of informal traders in ensuring food security, arguing that the 
economic benefits they bring far outweigh the perceived health risks associated with their operation. 
Hamann asserts that supporting community organisation is essential if there is to be genuine and 
successful multi-stakeholder collaboration around food security. He goes on to posit how community 
organisation around food aid (an immediate need) can become a catalyst for local socio-economic 
development (long-term systemic change).  
 
Ultimately, learning from experiences gained elsewhere is an intuitively obvious thing to do in a situation 
where need is dire and there are insufficient resources to satisfy that need. By way of example, the 
experiences of a network of food kitchens that are fundamental to food security in Delft are directly 
relevant to the Postmasburg situation. Civil society organization in Gauteng and elsewhere around food 
distribution and starting food gardens provide examples of what could be done in Postmasburg by the 
residents themselves. The emergence of new enterprises for local food distribution using bicycles is 
directly applicable in the town. The Western Cape Economic Development Partnership is speaking at a 
Food Dialogue hosted by the SA Urban Food & Farming Trust at the end of July to look at the window of 
opportunity provided by the COVID-19 food crisis, and how immediate responses can connect to long-
term food systems change.  
 

 
19 Spaull, N. et al (2020)  NIDS-CRAM Wave 1 Synthesis Report Overview and Findings. this and other papers are 
available for download at https://cramsurvey.org/reports/ 
 
20 Wegerif, M.C.A “Informal” food traders and food security: experiences from the COVID-19 response in South 
Africa. Food Security 2020 https://doi.org/10.1007/s12571-020-01078-z;  
21 Hamann, Ralph & UCT colleagues Civil society groups that mobilised around COVID-19 face important choices. 
The Conversation (3 July 2020) 
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Across the country the COVID-19 crisis has sparked organisational innovation. Enabling civic initiatives 
to help combat food insecurity in Postmasburg may prove catalytic in what has become a war on hunger. 
 

Recommendation: JOC to commission a review of research carried out nationwide to identify 
innovative new ways of mobilising and delivering food aid in a manner that successfully targets 
needy households in Postmasburg.  

 
 


