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Demography of South Africa’s children
Helen Meintjes and Katharine Hall (Children’s Institute)

The UN General Guidelines for Periodic Reports on the Convention on the Rights of the Child, paragraph 7  
says that reports made by states should be accompanied by “detailed statistical information …  

Quantitative information should indicate variations between various areas of the country … and between groups of children …”.1

The number and proportion of children living in South Africa

In mid-2011, South Africa’s total population was estimated at 50 
million people, of whom 18.5 million were children (under 18 years). 
Children therefore constitute 37% of the total population. The child 
population has grown by about 6% (one million) over the 10-year 
period from 2002 to 2011. 

Half of all children live in three of the nine provinces: KwaZulu-
Natal (23%), Eastern Cape (14%) and Limpopo (12%). A further 18% of 
children live in Gauteng, a mainly metropolitan province, and 10% in 
the Western Cape. 

It is not uncommon in South Africa for children to live separately 
from their biological parents, in the care of other relatives. The 
distribution of children across provinces is slightly different to that 
of adults, with a greater proportion of children living in provinces 
with large rural populations (Limpopo, the Eastern Cape and 
KwaZulu-Natal) and with greater proportions of adults in the largely 
metropolitan provinces. Despite being the smallest province in the 
country, Gauteng accommodates a quarter of all households and 
adults, but less than a fifth of children. This is because of the relatively 
large number of adult-only households in that province. 

There have been striking changes in the provincial child populations 
over time. While there are slight decreases in the number of children 
living in the Eastern Cape, Limpopo and the North West provinces, 

the number of children living in Gauteng has risen by 22%. This may 
be caused by the migration of children to join existing households, 
or new births within the province. Either way, the increase suggests 
a more permanent migration pattern. The apparent increase in the 
child population in the Northern Cape is very pronounced due to the 
relatively small population in that province.

We can look at inequality by dividing all households into five equal 
groups or quintiles, based on total income to the household (including 
earnings and social grants):  with quintile 1 being the poorest 20% 
of households, quintile 2 being the next poorest and so on. Quintile 
5 consists of the least-poor 20%. Nearly 70% of children live in the 
poorest 40% of households. 

Children are fairly equally distributed across the age groups, 
with on average just over one million children in each year under 
18. The gender split is equal for children, while it is slightly skewed 
towards females (52%) in the adult population. The early childhood 
development (ECD) period, which is the focus of the essays in this 
issue (pp. xx – xx), extends from birth to the age at which children are 
expected to complete the foundation phase of schooling (0 – 9 years). 
There are 10.1 million children in this ECD age group, making up a fifth 
of the national population. 

Table 1a: Distribution of households, adults and children in South Africa, by province, 2011

PROVINCE

Households Adults Children

Number % Number % Number %
% change  

2002 – 2011

Eastern Cape 1,627,000 13 3,970,000 12 2,687,000 14 -5.3

Free State 824,000 6 1,872,000 6 1,060,000 6 7.1

Gauteng 3,199,000 25 7,614,000 24 3,336,000 18 21.7

KwaZulu-Natal 2,383,000 18 6,419,000 20 4,214,000 23 9.9

Limpopo 1,241,000 10 3,024,000 10 2,241,000 12 -10.4

Mpumalanga 912,000 7 2,193,000 7 1,473,000 8 12.8

North West 980,000 8 2,219,000 7 1,282,000 7 -10.4

Northern Cape 289,000 2 724,000 2 435,000 2 44.5

Western Cape 1,491,000 12 3,751,000 12 1,814,000 10 14.0

South Africa 12,948,000 100 31,783,000 100 18,541,000 100 5.8

Source: Statistics South Africa (2012) General Household Survey 2011. Pretoria: Stats SA. 
Analysis by Katharine Hall, Children’s Institute, UCT.
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South Africa has a long history of children not living consistently in 
the same dwelling as their biological parents as a result of poverty, 
labour migration, educational opportunities or cultural practice. It is 
common for relatives to play a substantial role in child-rearing. Many 
children experience a sequence of different caregivers, are raised 
without fathers, or live in different households to their biological 
siblings.

The vast majority (90%) of children live in households where there 
are two or more co-resident adults. This indicator examines co-
residence between children and their biological parents specifically. 
Although many children live with just one of their biological parents 
(invariably their mother), this does not mean that the mother is 
a “single parent” as she is not necessarily the only adult caregiver 
in the household.  In most cases,  there are other adult household 
members  such as aunts, uncles  and grandparents, who may 
contribute to the care of children.

The proportion of children living with both parents decreased 
from 38% in 2002 to 33% in 2011. Thirty-nine percent of all children 
– more than seven million children – live with their mothers but not 
with their fathers. Only 4% of children live in households where their 
fathers are present and their mothers absent. Twenty-four percent do 
not have either of their biological parents living with them. This does 
not necessarily mean that they are orphaned:  in most cases  (78%) 
children have at least one parent who is alive but living elsewhere, 
and over half of all children living without co-resident parents have 
both parents living elsewhere. 

There is some provincial variation in these patterns. In the Western 
Cape and Gauteng, the proportion of children living with both parents 
is significantly higher than the national average, with around half 
of children resident with both parents (53% and 48% respectively). 
Similarly, the number of children living with neither parent is low 
in these two provinces (12%  and 13%). In contrast, over a third of 
children (35%)  in the Eastern Cape live with neither parent.  These 
patterns are consistent from 2002 to 2011. 

Children in the poorest households are least likely to live with both 
parents: only 18% have both parents living with them, compared with 
73% of children in the least-poor 20% of households.

Less than one third (27%) of African children live with both their 
parents, while the vast majority of Indian and White children (83% 
and 74% respectively) are resident with both biological parents. Just 

over  a quarter (27%) of all African children do not live with either 
parent and a further 42% of African children live with their mothers 
but without their fathers. These figures are striking for the way in 
which they suggest the limited presence of biological fathers in the 
domestic lives of large numbers of African children.

Younger children are more likely to be living with their mothers 
(whether or not their fathers are present) than older children, who are 
more likely than younger children to be living with neither parent.  For 
example, while 10% of children under two years were not resident 
with either parent in 2011, this situation applied to a quarter of 
children aged 7 – 9 years, and to almost one third (32%) of children 
aged 12 – 17 years.  Overall, 19% of children aged 0 – 9 years were not 
resident with their biological parents in 2011. 

Figure 1b: Child and parent co-residence for young children, 2011
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Source: Statistics South Africa (2012) General Household Survey 2011. Pretoria: Stats SA. 
Analysis by Katharine Hall, Children’s Institute, UCT.

The number and proportion of children living with their biological parents
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Figure 1a: Children living with their parents, by province, 2011

Source: Statistics South Africa (2012) General Household Survey 2011. Pretoria: Stats SA. 
Analysis by Katharine Hall, Children’s Institute, UCT.
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An orphan is defined as a child under the age of 18 years whose 
mother, father or both biological parents have died (including those 
whose living status is reported as unknown, but excluding those 
whose living status is unspecified). For the purpose of this indicator, 
orphans are defined in three mutually exclusive categories:
•	 A maternal orphan is a child whose mother has died but whose 

father is alive.
•	 A paternal orphan is a child whose father has died but whose 

mother is alive.
•	 A double orphan is a child whose mother and father have died. 

The total number of orphans is the sum of maternal, paternal and 
double orphans. This definition differs from those commonly used 
by United Nations agencies and the Actuarial Society of South Africa 
(ASSA), where the definition of maternal and paternal orphans 
includes children who are double orphans. As the orphan definitions 
used here are mutually exclusive and additive, the figures differ from 
orphan estimates provided by the ASSA models.

In 2011, there were approximately 3.85 million orphans in South 
Africa. This includes children without a living biological mother, father 
or both parents, and is equivalent to 21% of all children in South 
Africa. The total number of orphans has increased substantially, with 
853,000 more orphaned children in 2011 than in 2002. 

Orphan numbers do not indicate the nature or extent of care 
that children are receiving. It is important to disaggregate the total 
orphan figures because the death of one parent may have different 
implications for children than the death of both parents. For example 
children who are maternal orphans are slightly more at risk of poorer 
educational outcomes than paternal orphans.2

In 2011, 17% of children in South Africa did not have a living 
biological father; 8% did not have a living biological mother; 3.3% 
were maternal orphans with living fathers; and a further 5% were 
recorded as double orphans. In other words, the vast majority (around 
60%) of all orphans in South Africa are paternal orphans (with living 
mothers). The numbers of paternal orphans are high because of the 
higher mortality rates of men in South Africa, as well as the frequent 
absence of fathers in their children’s lives (1.9%, or 350,000 children, 
have fathers whose vital status is reported to be “unknown”).

The figures illustrate notable increases in the number and 
proportion of double orphans over a 10-year period. The number 
of double orphans has more than doubled since 2002 (from 
approximately 350,000 to 950,000), indicating an increase of three 
percentage points (2002: 2.0%; 2011: 5.1%). These increases are likely 

to be driven primarily by the AIDS pandemic. Three provinces carry a 
high burden of care: 7% of children living in KwaZulu-Natal, the Free 
State and the Eastern Cape have lost both parents.

Roughly half of all orphans in South Africa live in KwaZulu-Natal 
and the Eastern Cape. KwaZulu-Natal has the largest child population 
and the highest orphan numbers, with 27%  of children in that 
province recorded as orphans who have lost a mother, a father or 
both parents. Orphaning rates in the Eastern Cape are similarly high, 
at 26%, followed by the Free State, at 25%. The lowest orphaning 
rates are in the Western Cape (9%) and Gauteng (14%). 

Children are more likely to be orphaned as they get older. In 2011, 
10% of orphans were 0 – 4 years old and 67% were10 years and older. 

Over half of all orphans are resident in the poorest 20% of 
households. Around a quarter of children in the poorest 20% of 
households are orphans, compared with the richest 20% where total 
orphaning rates are around 6%.

Figure 1c: Orphans in South Africa, by province, 2011
(Y-axis reduced to 30%)
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Source: Statistics South Africa (2012) General Household Survey 2011. Pretoria: Stats SA. 
Analysis by Katharine Hall, Children’s Institute, UCT.

Figure 1d: Orphaning amongst young children, 2011
(Y-axis reduced to 30%)
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The number and proportion of orphans living in South Africa
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A child-only household is defined as a household in which all members 
are younger than 18 years. These households are also commonly 
known as “child-headed households”.

There is much concern within government and civil society that 
the number of children living in child-only households is escalating 
as the number of orphaned children increases due to AIDS-related 
deaths of parents. Many argue that kinship networks are stretched 
to their limits and are struggling to provide support to orphaned 
children. While orphaning undoubtedly places a large burden on 
families, there is little evidence to suggest that their capacity 
to care for orphans has been saturated, as commentators have 
feared. Rather than seeing increasing numbers of orphaned children 
living without adults, the vast majority of orphans live with family 
members, and child-headed households are not primarily the result 
of orphaning.3  Nevertheless it  will be important to monitor the 
prevalence and nature of child-headed households as the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic continues.

There were about 82,000 children living in a total of 47,000 child-
only households across South Africa in 2011. This equates to 0.4% 
of all children. While children living in child-only households are rare 
relative to those resident in other household forms, the number of 
children living in this extreme situation is of concern. 

Importantly, however, there has been no significant change in the 
proportion of children living in child-only households in the period 
between 2002 and 2011, nor has there been any change in the 
proportion of  child-only households over the same period. This is 
despite a marked increase in orphans in South Africa over the same 
period. Predictions of rapidly increasing numbers of child-headed 
households as a result of HIV are at this point unrealised. An analysis 
of national household surveys to examine the circumstances of 
children in child-headed households in South Africa reveals that most 
children in child-only households are not orphans.4 These findings 

suggest that social phenomena other than HIV may play important 
roles in the formation of these households.  

While it is not ideal for any child to live without an adult resident, 
it is positive that over half (57%) of all children living in child-only 
households are aged 15 years and above, and a small proportion – 
less than 10% – of children in child-headed households are in the ECD 
age group (0 – 9 years). 

Research suggests that child-only households are frequently 
temporary households, and often exist just for a short period, for 
example while adult migrant workers are away, or for easy access 
to school during term-time, or after the death of an adult and prior 
to other arrangements being made to care for the children (such 
as other adults moving in or the children moving to live with other 
relatives).5 

Three-quarters of all children in child-only households live in three 
provinces: Limpopo (which accounts for 34% of children in child-only 
households), Eastern Cape (20%) and  KwaZulu-Natal (20%).  From 
2002 to 2011, these provinces have consistently been home to the 
majority of children living in child-only households.

Relative to children in mixed-generation households, child-only 
households are vulnerable in a number of ways. Child-only households 
are predominantly clustered in the poorest 20% of households. In 
addition to the absence of adult members who may provide care 
and security, they are at risk of living in poorer conditions, with poor 
access to services, less (and less reliable) income, and low levels of 
access to social grants.

There has been very little robust data on child-headed households 
in South Africa to date. The figures should be treated with caution 
as the number of child-only households forms just a very small sub-
sample of the General Household Survey. In particular, we caution 
against reading too much into the provincial breakdowns, or into 
apparent differences between the 2002 and 2011 estimates.

Figure 1e: Children living in child-headed households, by province, 2002 & 2011
(Y-axis reduced to 50%)
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Analysis by Katharine Hall, Children’s Institute, UCT.

The number and proportion of children living in child-only households

References 

1	 United Nations Children’s Fund (1990) First Call for Children. World Declaration and Plan of 
Action from the World Summit for Children. New York: UNICEF.

2	 Ardington C & Leibrandt M (2010) Orphanhood and schooling in South Africa: Trends in 
the vulnerability of orphans between 1993 and 2005. Economic Development and Cultural 
Change, 58(3): 507-536;

	 Case A, Paxson C & Ableidinger J (2004) Orphans in Africa: Parental death, poverty and 
school enrollment. Demography, 41(3): 483-508.

3	 Meintjes H, Hall K, Marera D & Boulle A (2010) Orphans of the AIDS epidemic? The extent, 
nature and circumstances of child-headed households in South Africa. AIDS Care, 22(1): 
40-49.

4	 See no. 3 above.
5	 Hill C, Hosegood V & Newell M-L (2008) Children’s care and living arrangements in a high HIV 

prevalence area in rural South Africa. Vulnerable Children and Youth Studies, 3(1): 65-77;
	 Hosegood V, Floyd S, Marston M, Hill C, McGrath N, Isingo R, Crampin A & Zaba B (2007) 

The effects of high HIV prevalence on orphanhood and living arrangements of children in 
Malawi, Tanzania and South Africa. Population Studies 61(3): 327-336;

	 Meintjes H & Giese S (2006) Spinning the epidemic: The making of mythologies of orphan-
hood in the context of AIDS. Childhood: A Global Journal of Child Research, 13(3): 407-430.

 



South African Child Gauge 201390

   

The number and proportion of children living in income poverty 

indication of how many children are living with severely constrained 
resources.

South Africa has very high rates of child poverty. In 2011, 58% of 
children lived below the lower poverty line (R604 per month). Income 
poverty rates have fallen consistently since 2003. Significant decreases 
in child poverty occur across all provinces except the Northern Cape. 
This poverty reduction is largely the result of a massive expansion in 
the reach of the Child Support Grant over the same period. 

There are substantial differences in poverty rates across the 
provinces. Using the lower poverty line, over 70% of children in 
Limpopo and the Eastern Cape are poor. Gauteng and the Western 
Cape have the lowest child poverty rates – calculated at 34% and 
32% respectively.

There are glaring racial disparities in income poverty: while two-
thirds (66%) of African children lived in poor households in 2011, only 
2% of White children lived below this poverty line, and poverty rates 
for Coloured and Indian children were 30% and 8% respectively.

There are no significant differences in child poverty levels across 
gender or age groups.

While other Children Count indicators span the period from 2002 
onwards, the poverty analysis uses 2003 as its baseline. This is because 
the General Household Survey (GHS) did not capture information on 
social grants in its first year, so  income from grants  could  not be 
included in household income for 2002.

Other poverty lines can be used to analyse and compare different 
levels of income poverty. See www.childrencount.ci.org.za for 
additional poverty lines.

Income poverty, unemployment  
and social grants

Katharine Hall (Children’s Institute)

The Constitution of South Africa, section 27(1)(c), says that “everyone has the right to have access to …  
social security, including, if they are unable to support themselves and their dependents, appropriate social assistance”.1

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, article 27, states that every child has the right “to a standard of living  
adequate for his or her development” and obliges the state “in case of need” to “provide material assistance”.  

Article 26 guarantees “every child the right to benefit from social security”.2

This indicator shows the number and proportion of children living 
in households that are income-poor. These households fall below a 
specific income threshold. The measure used is a lower-bound “ultra” 
poverty line, set at R322 per person per month in 2000 prices.3 The 
poverty line increases with inflation and was equivalent to R604 in 
2011. Per capita income is calculated by adding all reported income 
for household members older than 15 years, including social grants, 
and dividing the total household income by the number of household 
members.

One way of identifying how many children are living without 
enough resources to meet their needs is to use a poverty line and 
measure how many children live under it. As money is needed to 
access a range of services, income poverty is often closely related to 
poor health, reduced access to education, and physical environments 
that compromise personal safety. A lack of sufficient income can 
therefore compromise children’s rights to nutrition, education and 
health care services, for example.

International law and the Constitution recognise the link between 
income and the realisation of basic human rights, and acknowledge 
that children have the right to social assistance (social grants) 
when families cannot meet children’s basic needs. Income poverty 
measures are therefore important for determining how many people 
are in need of social assistance, and for evaluating the state’s progress 
in realising the right to social assistance.

No poverty line is perfect. Using a single income measure tells 
us nothing about how resources are distributed between family 
members, or how money is spent. But this measure does give some 

Figure 2a: Children living in income poverty, by province, 2003 & 2011

(“Lower bound” poverty line: Households with monthly per capita income less than R604, in 2011 Rands) 
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Analysis by Katharine Hall, Children’s Institute, UCT.
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This indicator measures unemployment from a children’s perspective 
and gives the number and proportion of children who live in 
households where no adults are employed in either the formal or 
informal sector. It therefore shows the proportion of children living 
in “unemployed” households where it is unlikely that any household 
members get income from labour or income-generating activities.

Unemployment in South Africa continues to be a serious problem. 
In mid-2011 (the same time as the 2011 GHS), the official national 
unemployment rate was 25%.4 This rate is based on a narrow 
definition of unemployment that includes only those adults who are 
defined as economically active (i.e. they are not studying or retired or 
for some reason voluntarily at home) who actively looked but failed 
to find work in the four weeks preceding the survey.5 An expanded 
definition of unemployment, which includes “discouraged work-
seekers” who were unemployed but not actively looking for work in 
the month preceding the survey, would give a higher, more accurate, 
indication of unemployment. Gender differences in employment rates 
are relevant for children, who are more likely to co-reside with their 
mother than their father (see p. 87). Unemployment rates remain 
considerably higher for women than for men. 

Apart from providing regular income, an employed adult may 
bring other benefits to the household, including health insurance, 
unemployment insurance and maternity leave that can contribute 
to children’s health, development and education. The definition of 
“employment” is derived from the Quarterly Labour Force Survey 
and includes regular or irregular work for wages or salary, as well as 

various forms of self-employment, including unpaid work in a family 
business.

In 2011, 65% of children in South Africa lived in households with 
at least one working adult. The other 35% (over 6.5 million children) 
lived in households where no adults were working. There has been 
only a small decrease in unemployment from 2003 to 2011, with the 
proportion of children who live in unemployed households hovering 
around 35%. 

This indicator is very closely related to the income poverty 
indicator in that provinces with relatively high proportions of children 
living in unemployed households also have high rates of child poverty. 
Gauteng and the Western Cape have the lowest levels of income 
poverty, and less than 20% of children in these provinces live in 
unemployed households. In contrast, around 50% of children in the 
Eastern Cape and Limpopo live in households without any employed 
adults. These two provinces are home to large numbers of children, 
and have the highest rates of child poverty. 

Racial inequalities are striking: 40% of African children have no 
working adult at home, while 15% of Coloured children, 10% of Indian 
children and 3% of White children live in these circumstances.

There are no significant differences in child-centred unemployment 
measures when comparing age groups or sex. But child poverty is 
clearly associated with unemployment. Two-thirds of children in the 
poorest income quintile (5.2 million) live in households where no 
adults are employed. 

The number and proportion of children living in households without an employed adult

Figure 2b: Children living in households without an employed adult, by province, 2003 & 2011
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2003
52,3% 30,8% 20,3% 44,0% 54,3% 32,9% 43,2% 33,2% 10,5% 38,9%

1,652,000 327,000 547,000 1,707,000 1,462,000 442,000 617,000 111,000 155,000 7,019,000

2011
51,0% 34,7% 16,0% 42,5% 49,5% 29,1% 36,6% 41,7% 14,7% 35,1%

1,370,000 368,000 532,000 1,789,000 1,110,000 428,000 469,000 181,000 266,000 6,513,000
Sources: Statistics South Africa (2004) Labour Force Survey 2003. Pretoria: Stats SA. Analysis by Matthew Chennells, Children’s Institute, UCT.
Statistics South Africa (2012) General Household Survey 2011. Pretoria: Stats SA. Analysis by Katharine Hall, Children’s Institute, UCT.
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This indicator shows the number of children receiving the Child 
Support Grant (CSG), as reported by the South African Social Security 
Agency (SASSA), which disburses social grants on behalf of the 
Department of Social Development. 

The right to social assistance is designed to ensure that people living 
in poverty are able to meet basic subsistence needs. Government is 
obliged to support children directly when their parents or caregivers 
are too poor to do so. Income support is provided through social 
assistance programmes, such as the CSG, which is an unconditional 
cash grant paid to the caregivers of eligible children. 

Introduced in 1998 with a value of R100, the CSG has become the 
single biggest programme for alleviating child poverty in South Africa. 
Take-up of the CSG has increased dramatically over the past decade 
and, at the end of March 2013, a monthly CSG of R290 was paid to 
over 11.3 million children aged 0 – 17 years. The amount of the grant 
increased to R300 per month in October 2013.

There have been two important changes in eligibility criteria 
related to the age and income thresholds. The first concerns age 
eligibility. Initially the CSG was only available for children 0 – 6 years 
old. Later it was gradually extended to older children up to the age 
of 14. Since January 2012, following a second phased extension, 
children are eligible for the grant until they turn 18. 

The second important change concerns income eligibility. From 
1998, children were eligible for the CSG if their primary caregiver and 
his/her spouse had a joint monthly income of R800 or less and lived in 
a formal house in an urban area. For those who lived in rural areas or 
informal housing, the income threshold was R1,100 per month. This 
threshold remained static for 10 years until a formula was introduced 
for calculating income threshold – set at 10 times the amount of the 
grant. From October 2013 the income threshold is R3,000 per month 
for a single caregiver and R6,000 per month for the joint income of 
the caregiver and spouse, if the caregiver is married. 

Using the 2004 GHS, it was calculated that 65% of all children 
under the age of 14 were eligible for the CSG in that they passed 
the old means test.6 Following the adjustment of the means test in 
2008, the calculation was repeated, this time using the new means 

test and the 2007 GHS, which suggested that around 82% of children 
aged 0 – 13 years were eligible for the grant.7 Applying this eligibility 
rate to Stats SA mid-term population estimates for children aged  
0 –17 years (the eligible age group in 2011), it is estimated that 76% of 
eligible children are accessing the CSG (although the actual take-up 
rate would be lower due to errors of inclusion). 

There is substantial evidence that grants, including the CSG, are 
being spent on food, education and basic goods and services. This 
evidence shows that the grant not only helps to realise children’s right 
to social assistance, but is also associated with improved nutritional, 
health and education outcomes.8 

Given the positive and cumulative effects of the grant, it is 
important that caregivers access it for their children from as early 
as possible. One of the main concerns is the slow take-up for young 
children. Grant take-up only peaks at around four years of age, and 
then gradually declines. This is likely to be a residual effect of the 
previous age cut-offs. The Department of Social Development has 
now commissioned research to investigate the low take-up amongst 
young children. 

Figure 2c: Children receiving the Child Support Grant, by age, 2013
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Source: South African Social Security Agency (2013) SOCPEN database – special request. 
Pretoria: SASSA.

The number and proportion of children receiving the Child Support Grant

Table 2a: Children receiving the Child Support Grant, by province, 2008 – 2013

PROVINCE 
Number of child beneficiaries at end March

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Eastern Cape 1,478,176 1,564,602 1,668,408 1,769,949 1,837,801 1,843,684

Free State 453,730 467,743 527,077 583,524 617,311 637,075

Gauteng 954,500 1,022,984 1,153,481 1,276,109 1,387,159 1,581,756

KwaZulu-Natal 2,094,613 2,282,246 2,439,781 2,623,772 2,726,635 2,746,888

Limpopo 1,270,893 1,358,313 1,460,328 1,584,855 1,497,044 1,588,489

Mpumalanga 655,695 690,944 750,661 806,581 1,008,223 1,051,626

North West 629,539 661,807 715,997 752,026 793,189 751,195

Northern Cape 180,982 200,387 224,346 246,233 262,488 277,835

Western Cape 471,847 516,328 630,208 728,901 797,881 863,440

South Africa 8,189,975 8,765,354 9,570,287 10,371,950 10,927,731 11,341,988

CSG amount R 220 R 240 R 250 R 270 R 280 R 290

Notes:
1.	 SOCPEN figures are taken from the end of March each year (the financial year-end). 
2.	 For the years 2005 – 2008, the CSG was only available to children aged 0 – 13 years (under-14s). In 2009, the grant was extended to include children aged 14 years (under-15s), in 2010 to  

children aged 15 years (under-16s), and in 2011 to children aged 16 (under-17s). From 2012 the CSG has been available to children until they turn 18 years.
Source: South African Social Security Agency (2008 – 2013) SOCPEN database – special request. Pretoria: SASSA.
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This indicator shows the number of children who are accessing the 
Foster Child Grant (FCG) in South Africa, as recorded in the SOCPEN 
administrative data system of the SASSA.

The FCG is available to foster parents who have a child placed in 
their care by an order of the court. It is a non-contributory cash grant 
valued at R800 per month in 2012. The grant was initially intended as 
financial support for children removed from their families and placed 
in foster care for protection in situations of abuse or neglect. However, 
it is increasingly used to provide financial support to caregivers of 
children who are orphaned. The appropriateness and effectiveness of 
this approach have been questioned.9 

The number of FCGs remained stable for many years while foster 
care was applicable only to children in the traditional child protection 
system. Its rapid expansion since 2003 coincides with the rise in HIV-
related orphaning and an implied policy change by the Department 
of Social Development, which from 2003 started encouraging family 
members (particularly grandmothers) caring for orphaned children 
to apply for foster care and the associated grant. Over the following 
five years the number of FCGs increased by over 50,000 per year 
as orphans were brought into the foster care system. The increases 
were greatest in provinces with large numbers of orphaned children: 
the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo and Mpumalanga. 

However, by 2009 the foster care system itself was struggling 
to keep pace with the number of FCGs due to the required initial 
investigations and reports by social workers, court-ordered 
placements through a children’s court, and additional two-yearly 
social worker reviews and court-ordered extensions. Neither the 
welfare services nor the courts had the capacity to keep up with the 
two-yearly extensions. SASSA, which administers the grants, is not 
allowed to pay the FCG without a valid court order or extension order. 
Over 110,000 FCGs lapsed in the two years between April 2009 and 
March 2011 because of backlogs in the extensions of court orders.10 
This is reflected on the graph as a leveling of FCGs, as new FCGs were 
still being processed during this period. 

In 2011 a court-ordered settlement stipulated that the foster 
care court orders that had expired – or that were going to expire in 
the following two years – must be deemed to have been extended 
until 8 June 2013. This effectively placed a moratorium on the 
lapsing of these FCGs. As a temporary solution social workers could 

extend orders administratively until December 2014, by which date 
a comprehensive legal solution must have been found to prevent 
qualifying families from losing their grants in future.11 

Since 2011, the number of new FCGs appears to have declined, 
and there has been a substantial increase in the number of grants 
that terminate at the end of each year, when children turn 18. These 
patterns are likely to explain the fairly static overall numbers over 
the past two years. Nearly half of all grants go to just two provinces: 
KwaZulu-Natal (135,000) and Eastern Cape (117,000). By March 2013, 
532,000 FCGs were paid each month to caregivers of children in 
foster care. 

It is not possible to calculate a take-up rate for the FCG as there is 
no accurate record of how many children are eligible for placement 
in foster care – and indeed, no clear guidelines about how it should 
be targeted in the context of rising orphaning rates. The systemic 
problems which caused FCGs to lapse will be addressed through 
legislative amendment, which will need to clarify the eligibility criteria 
for foster care and the FCG.

Table 2b: Children receiving the Foster Child Grant, by province, 2013

PROVINCE Number of child beneficiaries

Eastern Cape 117,231

Free State 41,317

Gauteng 58,722

KwaZulu-Natal 135,442

Limpopo 58,953

Mpumalanga 35,359

North West 42,215

Northern Cape 14,342

Western Cape 28,578

South Africa 532,159

Source: South African Social Security Agency (2013) SOCPEN database – special request. 
Pretoria: SASSA.

The number of children receiving the Foster Child Grant

Figure 2d: Growth in Foster Child Grant beneficiaries, 1998 – 2013
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This indicator shows the number of children who are accessing the 
Care Dependency Grant (CDG) in South Africa, as recorded in the 
SOCPEN administrative data system of the SASSA.

The CDG is a non-contributory monthly cash transfer to caregivers 
of children with severe disabilities who require permanent care or 
support services. It excludes those children who are cared for in state 
institutions because the purpose of the grant is to cover the additional 
costs (including opportunity costs) that the parent or caregiver might 
incur as a result of the child’s disability. The child needs to undergo a 
medical assessment to determine eligibility and the parent must pass 
an income or “means” test. 

Although the CDG targets children with severe disabilities, children 
with chronic illnesses are eligible for the grant once the illness 
becomes disabling, for example children who are very sick with 
AIDS-related illnesses. Children with severe disabilities and chronic 
illnesses need substantial care and attention, and parents may need 

to stay at home or employ a caregiver to tend to the child. Children 
with health conditions may need medication, equipment or to attend 
hospital often. These extra costs can put strain on families that are 
already struggling to make ends meet. Poverty and chronic health 
conditions are therefore strongly related.12   

It is not possible to calculate a take-up rate for the CDG because 
there is little data on the number of children living with disabilities 
in South Africa, or who are in need of permanent care or support 
services. At the end of March 2013, 120,000 children were receiving 
the CDG, valued at R1,260 per month. 

The provincial distribution of CDGs is fairly consistent with the 
distribution of children. The provinces with the largest numbers of 
children, KwaZulu-Natal and the Eastern Cape, receive the largest 
share of CDGs. There has been a consistent and gradual increase in 
access to the CDG since 2005.   

The number of children receiving the Care Dependency Grant

Table 2c: Children receiving the Care Dependency Grant, by province, 2008 – 2013

PROVINCE 
Number of child beneficiaries at end March

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Eastern Cape 19,484 19,297 18,915 18,417 18,235 18,429

Free State 4,104 4,228 4,577 4,925 5,419 5,864

Gauteng 12,680 12,834 13,248 13,649 14,170 15,783

KwaZulu-Natal 29,763 32,040 33,866 34,377 34,969 36,012

Limpopo 11,812 12,353 12,844 12,650 11,318 11,913

Mpumalanga 5,306 5,617 5,877 6,050 7,950 8,652

North West 8,192 8,946 8,553 8,668 8,736 8,339

Northern Cape 3,552 3,790 3,952 4,094 4,236 4,485

Western Cape 7,399 7,960 8,899 9,355 9 960 10,791

South Africa 102,292 107,065 110,731 112,185 114,993 120,268

CDG amount R 940 R 1,010 R 1,080 R 1,140 R 1,200 R 1,260

Source: South African Social Security Agency (2008 – 2013) SOCPEN database – special request. Pretoria: SASSA.

References

1	 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996.
2	 Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights (1989) Convention on the Rights of the 

Child, UN General Assembly resolution 44/25. Geneva: United Nations.
3	 Hoogeveen J & Özler B (2006) Poverty and inequality in post-apartheid South Africa: 1995 – 

2000. In: Bhorat H & Kanbur R (eds) Poverty and Policy in Post-Apartheid South Africa, Cape 
Town: HSRC Press.

4	 Statistics South Africa (2011) Quarterly Labour Force Survey: Quarter 3, 2011. Statistical 
release P0211. Pretoria: Stats SA. 

5	 Statistics South Africa (2012) General Household Survey Metadata. Pretoria: Stats SA.
6	 Budlender D, Rosa S & Hall K (2005) At All Costs? Applying the Means Test for the Child 

Support Grant. Cape Town: Children’s Institute & Centre for Actuarial Research, UCT. 
7	 Budlender D (2008) Feasibility and Appropriateness of Attaching Behavioural Conditions to 

a Social Support Grant for Children Aged 15 – 17 Years. Commissioned by the Department 
of Social Development. Johannesburg: Community Agency for Social Enquiry. [Unpublished]

8	 Budlender D & Woolard I (2006) The Impact of the South African Child Support and Old Age 
Grants on Children’s Schooling and Work. Geneva: International Labour Office;

	 Case A, Hosegood V & Lund F (2005) The reach and impact of Child Support Grants: 
Evidence from KwaZulu-Natal. Development Southern Africa, 22(4), October 2005: 467-482; 

	 Samson M, Lee U, Ndlebe A, Mac Quene K, Van Niekerk I, Ghandi V, Harigaya T & Abrahams 

C (2004) The Social and Economic Impact of South Africa’s Social Security System. 
Commissioned by the Department of Social Development. Cape Town: Economic Policy 
Research Institute.

9	 Meintjes H, Budlender D, Giese S & Johnson L (2003) Children ‘in Need of Care’ or in Need 
of Cash? Questioning Social Security Provisions for Orphans in the Context of the South 
African AIDS Pandemic. Joint working paper of the Children’s Institute & the Centre for 
Actuarial Research, UCT.

10	 Hall K & Proudlock P (2011) Orphaning and the Foster Child Grant: A Return to the ‘Care or 
Cash’ Debate. Children Count brief, July 2011. Cape Town: Children’s Institute, UCT;

	 Proudlock P (2012) The Case of Child SS and 1.1 Million Others like Him – Orphan Children 
in Need of Social Assistance. Paper presented at “Towards Carnegie3: Strategies to 
Overcome Poverty & Inequality” conference, 3 – 7 September 2012, UCT; 

	 Skelton A (2012) The Story of 110 000 Foster Child Grants that Stopped being Paid in 
2010/2011. Paper presented at “Towards Carnegie3: Strategies to Overcome Poverty & 
Inequality” conference, 3 – 7 September 2012, UCT.

11	 Centre for Child Law v Minister of Social Development and Others, North Gauteng High 
Court, case no. 21726/11.

12	 Berry L (2002) The Social Assistance Needs of Children with Chronic Health Conditions: The 
Application and Comparison of Two International Instruments in the South African Context. 
Unpublished Masters thesis, UCT.




