Institute for Economic Justice
NPO Number: 210-583-NPO

3 Floor, 62 Juta Street, Braamfontein
www.iej.org.za

WELFARE FRAUD WEBINAR

The Institute for Economic Justice (IEJ) hosted a webinar to launch its factsheet titled “Going
after the Gogos - South Africa’s ‘welfare fraud’ crackdown.” The webinar brought together local
and international experts in social protection, human rights, and digital public infrastructure to
discuss the IEJ’s analysis on the political economy, design, and impact of the current fraud
crackdown. Dr Kelle Howson, a senior researcher at the IEJ, presented the findings of the IEJ’s
analysis, which was based on the South African Social Security Agency’s (SASSA) reporting,
news reports, and commentary from beneficiaries impacted by systemic issues.

Key Insights drawn from the analysis

e Nature of fraud in the social grant system

o The IEJ’s analysis revealed that government officials and employees were
responsible for the majority of historical fraud cases reported to law
enforcement between 2014 and 2025, accounting for approximately 75%, while
beneficiaries made up only a small fraction of reported cases.

o There is, however, a disproportionality in the government’s response, which
focuses heavily on interventions that affect beneficiaries rather than on the
more significant issue of internal fraud within its own administrative framework.

e Government response

o SASSA and the Department of Social Development (DSD) were instructed by
National Treasury to implement automated and algorithmic measures, which
included:

m Requirements for biometric identification

m Stricter surveillance of beneficiaries through bank account checks and
credit history assessments

m  Government database cross-referencing

o At the same time as increasing requirements on SASSA for monitoring and
verification of beneficiaries, National Treasury is reducing SASSA’s operating
budget by 3.4% in real terms over the medium term.

o These measures have gone beyond the scope of fraud mitigation and risk the
wrongful exclusion of many eligible beneficiaries, particularly those with lower
digital literacy and those who need to care for others (e.g., single mothers).

e Consequences of fraud monitoring and compliance requirements
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o Dr Howson highlighted that faulty or outdated data may lead to erroneous
exclusions. She further highlighted that beneficiaries have had difficulty
clarifying their eligibility status due to the complexity of the underlying systems.

o While approximately 70,000 grants have been cancelled following the new
verification and review measures, the vast majority of these were cancelled
because people failed to complete reviews, as opposed to being found to be
ineligible or guilty of fraud.

o There are significant barriers to the most vulnerable completing reviews,
including capacity issues and long queues at SASSA offices, as well as the
costs of transport and compliance.

o National Treasury is projecting savings of R3 billion as a result of grant
cancellations stemming from new verification and compliance measures. This
implies a quadrupling of the current rate of cancellations over the next year, and
raises significant concerns around pressure on SASSA to cancel grants, and
potential resulting unfair exclusion.

e Impacts on vulnerable populations

o Current measures disproportionately affect women and caregivers because
systems do not account for contextual nuances in financial transactions, such
as shared accounts or care-support payments.

o Transportation costs and administrative burdens associated with verifying
eligibility further disqualify eligible beneficiaries from receiving aid.

Reflections from panellists

Dr Caroline Khene, a research fellow and lead of the digital and technology cluster at the
Institute for Development Studies, and Abby May, an investigator at Open Secrets, both offered
valuable reflections. Dr Khene offered insights into the implications of accountability for the
ensuing digitalisation efforts, while Abby focused on the implications of private-sector
involvement in the social grants system.

e Accountability displacement
o Dr Khene discussed the concept of accountability displacement, in which
beneficiaries struggle to determine whether their exclusion is due to technical
errors, administrative issues, or other factors. This ambiguity ultimately skews
their ability to hold the government accountable for system dysfunctions.
e Digitalisation risks
o She further cautioned that rapid digitalisation of social protection systems may
lead to increased vulnerability and security issues, especially given the existing
lag in oversight of technological advances.
e Predatory corporate behaviour and past scandals
o Abby zeroed in on past scandals involving companies like NetOne and CPS
and highlighted how private companies had previously exploited beneficiary
data for profit, leading to direct marketing of predatory lending.
e Implications of external partners
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o Abby discussed concerns about the government’s failure to provide adequate
safeguards in place to prevent future scandals similar to the NetOne and CPS
case study.

o She further noted concerns about procurement processes for contracts
concluded during the COVID-19 pandemic and suggested that future reports
on this issue may reveal regulatory gaps, as these contracts were concluded
under immense pressure to deliver the SRD grant.

e Legal framework gaps

o Abby noted that the legal framework surrounding informed consent is
ambiguous. She highlighted that beneficiaries are often required to provide
blanket consent for data usage without specific details on how the data will be
used. This raises questions about the integrity of the systems in place to protect
their privacy rights and security.

Audience questions and discussions

The webinar had an engaging audience who raised pertinent questions that contributed to the
discussions. Attendees raised concerns about the lack of clear communication regarding why
individuals were excluded from receiving grants. Discussions reached a consensus that this
lack of transparency breeds distrust in the system.

Participants also raised the tension between the efficient processing of grant applications and
the equitable treatment of beneficiaries. This led to further discussions on whether the rush
towards efficiency might inadvertently increase barriers for the most marginalised segments of
the population.

Conclusion

The webinar successfully affirmed the need for a balanced approach to fraud within the South
African social grant. It provided evidence that the switch to a new fraud detection system was
unnecessary, as the previous system had not proven inadequate in addressing fraud. While
vigilance against fraud is necessary, strategies must prioritise accountability, transparency,
and protection for vulnerable populations.

For further information and interviews, please contact:
Given Sigauqwe, 073 9882870 or given.sigauqgwe@iej.org.za.

The Institute for Economic Justice (IEJ) is a progressive economic
policy think tank committed to advancing economic justice, systemic
change, and the equitable distribution of resources to ensure rights
realisation and planetary wellbeing.
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