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II:   CHANGES TO CONTEXT   
The World Bank named South Africa the most unequal country in 
the world in 2019. The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated that 
divide.  
 
South Africa adopted a series of lockdown measures ranging from 
Alert level 5 to Alert level 1. Each alert level consisted of different 
measures aimed at restricting movement and reducing the 
possibility of virus transmission, with Alert level 5 being the most 
restrictive and alert level 1 the most relaxed.  Alert Level 5 lasted 
for a month from the end of March 2020 to the end of April 2020 
and entailed a total shutdown of the economy and educational 
institutions, as well as the prohibition of interprovincial and 
international travel.3 
 
Millions of people were forced into unemployment due to the strict 
lockdown levels. Many domestic workers and informal traders lost 
their jobs many of whom are single mothers, who are unable to 
work from home and without savings. The poverty and 
unemployment have increased4.  

Gender gaps:  Women earned approximately 29% less than men per hour in February 
2020, which expanded to approximately 43% less in June 2020. Monthly figures are more 
severe, with the gender wage gap estimated at approximately 30% in February 2020 and 
51.6% in June 20205. Initial research has shown that of the estimated three million fewer 
employed people in April 2020 relative to February 2020 as a result of the pandemic, two in 
every three were women6. 
 
An assessment done by the United Nations Country team (UNCT7) during this time also 
highlighted the multiple challenges affecting women. Some of these include: perpetuation 
and deepening of pre-pandemic poverty gaps between households headed by women and 
men; most women are employed in low-paying, insecure, and informal jobs such as 
domestic work or administrative functions that were not considered priority jobs for 
companies accessing the government relief measures or considering retrenchments; 
domestic workers working for private households have been largely unable to work during 
lockdown and many either lost some or all of their income; and disruptions in the healthcare 
sector and access to healthcare for contraception and maternal care affected women 
disproportionally. Research conducted during this period also indicates a relatively high 
prevalence of gender-based violence (GBV)8. 
 

                                                           
3 COVID-19 Rapid Gender Assessment, South Africa 2020; https://data.unwomen.org/publications/covid-19-
rapid-gender-assessment-south-africa 
4 Covid-19 vaccination is the social justice challenge of... (dailymaverick.co.za) 
5 
Hill, University of Cape Town and Tim Köhler, University of Cape Town. Published 30 September 2020 
6 Casale and Posel, 2020; Ranchhod and Daniels, 2020 
7 A rapid assessment of the incidence of gender based violence during covid-19 lockdown UN women, Citizen 
Survey report, December 2020 
 
8 A rapid assessment of the incidence of gender based violence during covid-19 lockdown UN women, Citizen 
Survey report, December 2020 
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The Government announced a R500 billion stimulus package in April 2020 in response to the 
pandemic.9  R50 billion went towards additional social assistance spending covering an 
estimated 18 million people and the introduction of a new grant called the COVID-19 Social 
Relief in Distress Grant. This grant is aimed at the unemployed who at the time were not 
receiving other forms of social assistance.10   
 
Gender Based Violence:  
is facing a crisis of gender-based violence (GBV)11   In April 2020, Police Minister Bheki Cele 
noted that police registered over 2,300 complaints of gender-based violence in first and the 
most severe lockdown months. In June 2020, following protests against the murder of 
Tshegofatso Pule, a 28-year-old woman whose body was found dumped in Soweto, 
Johannesburg, President Ramaphosa acknowledged that South Africa had among the 
highest levels of intimate partner violence in the world12. As much as 51% of South African 
women have experienced violence at the hands of someone with whom they were in an 
intimate relationship. He described violence against girls and women as South Africa's 

silence around gender-based violence and report perpetrators to the SAPS.13 
 
In September 2020, President Ramaphosa announced that three bills to amend the Criminal 
Law (Sexual Offences and Related Matters), Criminal and Related Matters Act, and the 
Domestic Violence Act had been introduced in parliamen
perpetrators of these crimes to evade justice and to give full effect to the rights of our 

14 He said that a public register of sex offenders with all 
relevant details would also be introduced. Civil society organisations expressed concerns 
that GBV victims faced worsening violence and the inability to access help under the 
lockdown. 
 
As elaborated in later sections of the report, the majority of WVL-SA grantees have chosen 
to focus on practical and strategic interventions linked to ending GBV. COVID-19 was both a 

collective voices in support of systemic change.  
 
Vaccine justice  
2020 closed with some hope on the horizon as a result of various vaccines being tested and 
certified for use around the globe. Sadly, a new variant in South Africa (the so-called South 
Africa variant) proved resistant to the Astra Zeneca vaccine, which is most suited to 
developing countries because it is one dose and does not have to be stored at sub-zero 
temperatures.  
 

highly skewed distribution of vaccines globally. South Africa has had 1.7 million cases of 
COVID-19 (34% of all cases in Africa); 57,000 of these have been fatal. Yet less than 1% of 

                                                           
9 COVID-19 Rapid Gender Assessment, South Africa 2020; https://data.unwomen.org/publications/covid-19-
rapid-gender-assessment-south-africa 
10 Statement by President Cyril Ramaphosa on further economic and social measures in response to the 
COVID-19 epidemic. Apr. 21, 2020. Available at: http://www.thepresidency.gov.za/speeches/statement-
president-cyril-ramaphosa-furthereconomic-and-social-measures-response-covid-19  
11 https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2021/country-chapters/south-africa 
12 https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2021/country-chapters/south-africa 
13 https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2021/country-chapters/south-africa  
14 https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2021/country-chapters/south-africa 
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60% of the population being vaccinated by March 202215.    
 
On 2 October 2020, South Africa and India submitted a joint proposal to the World Trade 
Organisation (WTO), to waive certain Intellectual Property(IP) rights under the TRIPS 
agreement temporarily.  If the waiver is granted, it would allow countries who are WTO 
members to choose to neither grant nor enforce patents and other intellectual property (IP) 
related to all COVID-19 drugs, vaccines, diagnostics, and other technologies. This will 
facilitate collaboration in research and development and manufacturing, scaling up and 
supplying COVID-19 tools.16 
 
The gender dimensions of vaccine roll out follow from the gendered dimensions of the 
pandemic. Women are the majority of health workers; in South Africa they are the majority 
of those infected and affected (the added burden of care work) by the absence of a vaccine. 
In addition, especially in the rural areas where WVL has its greatest traction (see 
beneficiaries) access to vaccines, as well as vaccine hesitance, are concerns. Marginalised 
groups, such as sex workers, women working in the informal sector, older women, women 
from rural areas, people with disabilities and migrants and refugees are at particular risk of 
not accessing the vaccines.  
 
Through projects such as WVL-SA more can be done in trying to assist government by 
ensuring that all citizens: 
 With no access to cell phones and data 60 years and older are registered for 

vaccinations. 
 Upscaling the role of community workers through door to door campaigns. 
 Upskilling community workers in South Africa as professional cadres and including them 

in healthcare campaigns, could help with vaccine roll-out here as well as with testing and 
tracing  and even with a mass education campaign to address the rise of vaccination 
disinformation.17 

 Creating vaccine awareness and education for all citizens and foreign nationals who 
reside in South Africa to dispel the myths around taking vaccinations. 

 The limited decision-making power of women in seeking healthcare and their limited 
access to health resources. 

 Lobbying to ensure that documentation required, will not prevent women, especially 
non-citizens, particularly migrants and refugees, from receiving the vaccination.  

 The safety of women should be a key consideration, particularly sex workers, gender 
non- conforming people and migrants and refugees at risk of experiencing sexual 
harassment, exploitation, disrespect and other forms of GBV when seeking health 
services.  

 Analysis of data disaggregated by sex along the clinical pathway - from testing to 
vaccination - to understand the differential impact of the pandemic on women and men, 
how vaccines are being rolled out and who has access to testing and services. It is 
imperative that countries prioritise disaggregating data to ensure fair and equal access 
to vaccinations for all.  

  

                                                           
15 https://independent.ng/south-africa-enters-third-covid-19-wave-amid-sluggish-vaccine-rollout/ 
16 Chrome extension://oemmndcbldboiebfnladdacbdfmadadm/https://msfaccess.org/sites/default/files/2020-
10/COVID_Brief_ProposalWTOWaiver_ENG_2020.pdf     
17 See footnote 1 


