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Abstract  

This paper explores the implementation of Municipal Indigent Exit Strategies (MIES) in the City of Tshwane 

and Johannesburg, South Africa, designed to provide poor residents access to basic municipal services and 

help them transition from indigence to self-sufficiency. The study evaluates whether the objectives of the MIES 

have been achieved and how these strategies contribute to poverty alleviation.  This study was therefore aimed 

at assessing the indigent exit strategies used by the two metros in Gauteng, and also the perceptions of the 

municipal workers in the indigent departments for the two metros on the indigent exit strategies. In order to 

address the primary objectives of the study, semi-structured interviews with municipal officials in the senior 

management of the indigent programmes (Directors, Deputy Directors, Managers, Social services employees) 

from Johannesburg Metro and Tshwane Metro were employed for collection of qualitative data. Eight senior 

officials were interviewed from the two metros, and were recorded using MS Teams platform. Framework 

analysis was employed to analyse the qualitative data from the interviews. The results of the study revealed 

that the two metros made a great effort to develop the indigent exit programmes which includes training and 

skills development for the indigents. While the programmes for the Johannesburg Metro are still running, the 

indigent exit strategies have stagnated, and therefore not offering much to its inhabitants currently in terms of 

empowerment. However, both programmes showed major shortcomings in terms of tracking of the indigents, 

and monitoring and evaluation of the impact of the different strategies used by the municipalities to empower 

the indigents. The study concluded that the national government should help guide the municipalities in the 

development of a framework for implementation, and monitoring and evaluation of the impacts of interventions 

that the municipalities are employing to enable them to support the initiatives of the national government 

towards poverty and extreme poverty eradication. 
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1. Introduction  

When poverty and inequality levels are high, governments develop social security 

systems to mitigate poverty and provide access to municipal services. Social Security Services 

(SSPs), such as social grants for vulnerable groups (children, people with disabilities, 

pensioners, war veterans, and the unemployed), are crucial in alleviating poverty (Hall & 

Sambu, 2018; Mangole et al., 2018). These grants often determine who qualifies for Municipal 

Indigent Exit Programmes designed by local governments to ensure that poor residents can 

access basic services. However, ensuring sustainable access to these services and graduating 

indigents from the indigent register requires realistic poverty alleviation programmes. 

Globally, poverty and inequality remain pressing challenges, with 8.6% of the population 

living in extreme poverty on less than $1.90 a day as of 2020, particularly in developing 

countries where vulnerable communities make up a large portion of the population (World 

Bank, 2020; Betz, 2022). 

The 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), established by the United Nations 

General Assembly in 2015, aim to eradicate extreme poverty globally. The SDGs focus on 

reducing poverty in all its dimensions, implementing social protection systems, and developing 

measures to protect vulnerable populations (United Nations, 2015). Since their 

implementation, significant progress has been made, with extreme poverty, measured by those 

living on less than $1.90 a day, falling from 44% in 1980 to 8.2% in 2019 and projected to 

reach 7.4% by 2021 (United Nations, 2015). However, the COVID-19 pandemic that began in 

2019 worsened poverty eradication efforts by causing widespread economic devastation due 

to global lockdowns (Onyeaka et al., 2021). As a result, the progress made in reducing extreme 

poverty was reversed, with 9.3% of the global population estimated to be living in extreme 

poverty as of 2021 (Aguilar et al., 2021). 

While global poverty rates were declining, the situation in Sub-Saharan Africa 

presented a more complex picture. Between 2000 and 2018, the number of people living in 

extreme poverty in the region increased from 392.1 million to 433 million (Schoch et al., 2020). 

This indicates that despite global improvements, the region continues to face significant 

challenges. Tackling poverty, especially in such regions, requires not just government efforts 

but also partnerships with the private sector to create jobs, which is critical for achieving the 

SDGs related to poverty alleviation. 
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In South Africa, the government has invested heavily in social infrastructure and has 

developed one of the most extensive social security systems among developing countries (Fuo, 

2014; Ramnath, 2015). Several programmes have been implemented to alleviate poverty, 

including cash grants provided by the South African Social Security Agency (SASSA). These 

grants target vulnerable groups such as children, people with disabilities, the elderly, war 

veterans, and the unemployed (Hall & Sambu, 2018; Mangole et al., 2018). Social grants have 

increasingly become a primary source of income for many South Africans, with social 

assistance spending exceeding 4% of the country’s GDP in 2014 (World Bank, 2015; Seekings 

& Nattrass, 2011). 

As part of its broader anti-poverty strategy, the South African government introduced 

the National Framework for Municipal Indigent Policies (NFMIP) in 2005. This programme 

aims to assist those unable to afford municipal services by providing targeted support 

(Department of Provincial and Local Government, 2005). However, the sustainability of these 

indigent programmes has become a challenge. Indigents cannot remain on the register 

indefinitely, even if they continue to face economic hardships (Reuiters, 2018). Municipalities, 

together with provincial and national governments, were tasked with developing realistic 

poverty alleviation programmes and “indigent exit strategies” to help individuals graduate 

from the indigent register when their circumstances improve (Mangole, 2018; Reuiters, 2018). 

The goal of these exit strategies is to ensure that indigent populations can sustainably 

access municipal services and, over time, become financially independent. This would reduce 

the burden on the government while ensuring that municipal services are provided fairly. 

However, the implementation of these strategies has been difficult, especially in a country 

where high unemployment, low skills development, and slow economic growth are prevalent 

(Bhorat & Cassim, 2014; Mashaba, 2015; World Bank, 2015). Fraud has further complicated 

the situation, with professionals being found on the indigent register, thus illegally benefiting 

from programmes meant to help the poor (Mashaba & Saurombe, 2023). This mismanagement 

undermines the sustainability of the system, as municipalities end up paying for services for 

people who are not truly in need. 

While South Africa's social assistance programmes have made strides in alleviating 

poverty, the sustainability of municipal indigent policies remains in question. Without realistic 

exit strategies, the burden on the government could become unsustainable. Moreover, the 

question remains whether indigent populations can maintain access to services without 
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accumulating debt once they graduate from the register. Failure to empower these individuals 

could lead to them falling back into poverty, thus negating the progress made. Sustainable 

poverty alleviation will require addressing these systemic issues, ensuring that only those truly 

in need benefit from social programmes, and providing pathways for individuals to become 

self-reliant (Fuo, 2014; Leburu, 2017; Mangole et al., 2018). 

In the current economic climate, characterised by high unemployment, poverty, and 

inequality, developing such strategies is challenging (Mtapuri & Tinarwo, 2021). This study 

assesses the indigent exit strategies used by Johannesburg and Tshwane municipalities in 

Gauteng, drawing on semi-structured interviews with eight senior municipal officials. 

 

2. Literature Review and Conceptualism 

The discussion in this section focuses on poverty and how poverty alleviation 

programmes have been implemented in South Africa. The focus is on the implementation of 

the National Framework of Municipal Indigent Policies by the JHB and Tshwane metropoles, 

and on the design, implementation, evaluation, and monitoring of the Municipal Indigent Exit 

Strategies of the respective metropoles. The discussion is placed in the context of programme 

theory. 

Programme theory consists of an implicit set of assumptions that steer the choice and 

design of an intervention based on how the planners expect the intervention to work (Van Belle 

et al., 2010). It represents a hypothesis that can be tested and further refined. Interventions with 

underlying programme theory address issues about how they work, for whom, and under which 

circumstances, so they will be better able to adapt to work with rather than against different 

services, individuals, and settings. It provides the basis for monitoring and evaluating the 

intervention to assess whether the intended impacts are being observed and ensures that the 

monitoring and evaluation process measures the right aspects of implementation quality and 

quantity. An evaluation that employs programme theory allows evaluators to distinguish 

between implementation failure and theory failure (Funnel & Rodgers, 2011). According to 

Pope et al. (2019), the measurement of programme quality is essential to successful programme 

evaluation, and the description and measurement of quality emerge from programme theory. 

More recently, programme theory has been advocated as a tool to help reviewers of complex 

interventions, such as municipal indigent programmes and policies, to better understand “what 

works for the indigents and the municipality, and under what circumstances” it works (Maden 
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et al., 2017). For this study, programme theory was employed for the critical evaluation of the 

indigent exit strategies implemented by the two large metros in South Africa. It is considered 

an extremely useful theory that brings together existing evidence about a programme, 

clarifying where there is agreement and disagreement about how the programme is understood 

to work, and where there are gaps in the evidence. It can be employed to improve the 

intervention or to find alternatives for achieving intended outcomes. It also influences the 

choice of the type of evaluation to conduct and strengthens the validity of subsequent 

evaluations (Sharpe, 2011; Jones, 2015). 

 

2.1 State of Poverty in South Africa and the Interventions Employed by the 

Government 

For South Africa, being a signatory to the SDGs of 2015, the alleviation of poverty and 

extreme poverty by addressing inequality and improving the socio-economic status of South 

African households has remained one of the major priorities of the government since the end 

of apartheid (Bhorat & Van der Westhuizen, 2012; Tissington, 2013). While the country has 

made significant progress in addressing these socio-economic challenges, it is still a 

developing country and continues to suffer the severe effects of poverty and extreme poverty 

that were partly inherited from the apartheid system. The harsh economic conditions following 

COVID-19 continue to affect the country (Ramnath, 2015; Stats SA, 2017; World Bank, 2018). 

In South Africa, as of 2022, 18.2 million people were living in extreme poverty based on the 

international community’s definition of $1.90 a day (Cowling, 2023). According to the 

country’s money-metric poverty lines, 55.5% (33.1 million) of the South African population 

live below the national poverty line, while 25.2% (15.0 million) live in extreme poverty (below 

the food poverty line) (Stats SA, 2017). To this day, South Africa retains the unwanted title of 

the most unequal country in the world, with a Gini score of 63, which highlights the magnitude 

of the socio-economic challenges in the country (Mtaputi & Tinarwo, 2021). It is imperative 

that the government find solutions to mitigate inequality, poverty, and extreme poverty because 

of their adverse effects on the well-being of the affected population. 

South Africa has employed various context-specific poverty alleviation instruments as 

a way of addressing the triple challenges of high unemployment rates, poverty and extreme 

poverty, and high inequality rates. One of these instruments, which is the subject of this 

discussion, is the Municipal Indigent Programme (MIP), which aims to address specific 
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challenges faced by the indigent. According to the Guidelines for the Implementation of the 

National Indigent Policy by Municipalities, an indigent person is one who is “lacking the 

necessities of life” (Department of Provincial and Local Government, 2005b). The national 

government developed the National Framework for Municipal Indigent Policies and the 

implementation guidelines, which the local sphere of government would employ as a 

foundation to operationalize their own programmes by constructing and executing their own 

indigent policies. According to the implementation guidelines, the necessities of life are guided 

by the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996, and include sufficient water, basic 

sanitation, refuse removal in denser settlements, environmental health, basic energy, health 

care, housing, food, and clothing. The free basic municipal services afforded to indigent 

households include refuse removal, water and sanitation, and electricity. The development of 

this policy complemented other poverty reduction policies developed by the government to 

provide free social services, such as the free basic health and free basic education policies. 

According to the National Framework for Municipal Indigent Policies, municipal 

indigent policies can be financed through a number of sources, such as cross-subsidies from 

non-residential and high-income people, taxes on large corporations operating in various local 

municipal areas, the equitable share grant from the national government, and property rates 

and taxes (Department of Provincial and Local Government, 2005; Fuo, 2014). Despite these 

listed possible sources of funding, most municipalities, especially those in rural areas, do not 

have sufficient funds to provide all indigent households with the prescribed levels of essential 

services. Allocations from the national government are also often inadequate to address the 

financial shortfalls experienced by some municipalities (Department of Provincial and Local 

Government, 2005b, p. 17).  

 

2.2 The Guidelines for the Implementation of Municipal Indigent Policies  

The sustainability of the municipal indigent programmes brought a difficult reality to 

the fore, that indigents could not remain on the register for life, irrespective of whether one 

remained indigent in some way or another. The municipalities, in conjunction with the 

provincial and national governments, were therefore tasked with the responsibility of 

developing realistic poverty alleviation programmes (indigent exit strategies) that would 

enable indigents to graduate from the indigent register (Department of Provincial and Local 

Government, 2005a; 2005b). This would ensure sustainable access to municipal services for 
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indigent populations and the graduation of those whose socio-economic circumstances have 

improved significantly, enabling them to pay for municipal services without accumulating 

debt. This would, in turn, avoid backlogs while minimising the unfair provision of basic 

services to those who should not be on the register (Fuo, 2014; Leburu, 2017). The government 

was concerned about the increasing future cost of free basic services since the structure of the 

municipal indigent support programme, as a social package, relies mainly on government 

financing for its sustenance, as well as the fear of a dependence syndrome among the poor 

(Potts, 2012). 

Some guidelines on the development of indigent exit strategies are provided in the 

Municipal Indigent Framework and the Implementation Guidelines. According to the 

Guidelines for the Implementation of Municipal Indigent Policies, the indigent exit strategies 

must accomplish the following main objectives: Eradicate poverty through the provision of 

economic opportunities to indigents and encourage a work culture among them; Provide a 

mechanism for tracking and evaluating indigent households to determine when they should be 

graduated or removed from the indigent register so that the provision of services remains 

sustainable; Provide a platform to engage and stimulate a variety of stakeholders to actively 

contribute to poverty reduction through the provision of economic opportunities and other 

support programmes to help those in need; Provide a means of linking beneficiaries to other 

local, provincial, and national poverty alleviation programmes; and Provide a means to track 

and evaluate the impact of various strategies on indigents and an opportunity for reflection on 

what is working and what is not (Department of Provincial and Local Government, 2005a, p. 

33; 2005b, p. 25). 

According to the Constitution, Section 152(1)(c), local government is required to 

provide services “within its financial and administrative capacity” and “to promote social and 

economic development” to ensure the growth and development of the local economy 

(Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996). Therefore, to achieve long-term 

sustainability of the programmes, municipalities needed to find innovative ways of equipping 

indigents to be self-sustainable and to provide more funding for the programmes. However, 

planning realistic exit strategies for indigent households under current socio-economic 

conditions, generally characterised by high unemployment, low skills development, and 

constrained economic growth, is very difficult. Linking beneficiaries with national poverty 

alleviation programmes already implemented, such as the Expanded Public Works Programme 
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(EPWP), national skills development programmes (learnerships and SETAs), and Adult Basic 

Education and Training (ABET), could greatly benefit the poor who otherwise have no access 

to such programmes through proper targeting of indigents. 

It should be noted that the municipal indigent support policies developed by different 

municipalities require municipal services to be provided to those in need who qualify as 

indigents. The provision, however, does not emphasise empowerment strategies to promote 

the self-sufficiency of both the young and the economically active indigent and the 

municipality. Registration and acceptance of the provision of free basic services are not 

attached to any preconditions for the provision or continuation of the benefits. This has allowed 

a number of municipalities to initiate basic service provisions without developing indigent exit 

strategies. Besides listing envisioned exit strategies such as “skills development,” “training,” 

“LED activities,” and “empowerment programmes,” the municipal indigent policy documents 

of various municipalities generally lack detail on how these ideas would be operationalised 

and achieved (City of Johannesburg, 2008; City of Ekurhuleni, 2018). While some 

municipalities, such as the City of Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality, made significant 

attempts to develop pragmatic indigent exit strategies (Pillay, 2010), they nevertheless lacked 

detailed mechanisms to effectively implement the programmes (Mashego, 2015). 

An observation from the study by Mashego (2015) highlighted the lack of evidence to 

inform and support the decisions on strategies and empowerment opportunities proposed to the 

community, and questioned whether these would have an impact on the livelihoods of 

indigents, especially those in informal sector businesses. In some policy documents, indigent 

exit strategies are not discussed at all, e.g., the Stellenbosch Municipal Indigent Policy 

(Stellenbosch Municipality, 2020) and the eThekwini Municipality Indigent Policy (City of 

eThekwini, 2020). For a number of municipalities, the emphasis has rather been on the 

conditions for exiting the programme rather than on empowerment. In most municipal policy 

documents, there is evidence of the imposition of onerous preconditions, such as regular re-

registration, on households, thus keeping large numbers of poor households off the list and 

ensuring their exit without realistic indigent exit strategies. 

For example, an indigent could exit under the following conditions: the death of the 

account holder, relocation of the account holder or household, voluntary de-registration by the 

account holder, or de-registration after a social worker evaluated the household (City of 

Tshwane, n.d., p. 6; City of Ekurhuleni, 2018). For the City of Johannesburg, the provision of 
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free basic services is queried every quarter in the system using the ID to monitor changes in 

the poverty index score (City of Johannesburg, 2008), while the website (City of Johannesburg 

Services, n.d.) shows that an application for re-registration should be made every six months. 

This most likely creates a logistical nightmare, resulting in excessive administration that could 

impact those who need help. The City of Tshwane and the City of Johannesburg provide 

services for 24 and 36 months, respectively, after which an evaluation should be performed to 

decide whether one should be exited or remain on the indigent register; otherwise, the 

beneficiaries are automatically exited from the system (City of Tshwane, n.d., p. 6; City of 

Johannesburg, 2018). As discussed earlier, social services can be effective as a poverty 

alleviation programme only when provision is continuous and sustained. This discussion raises 

the question of the effectiveness of the programme itself as a sustainable poverty alleviation 

strategy.     

 

3. Research Method 

This study focuses on two metropolitan municipalities in Gauteng: the City of 

Johannesburg (JHB Metro) and the City of Tshwane (Tshwane Metro). Both municipalities 

face persistent socio-economic challenges, including high levels of inequality, poverty, and 

unemployment (Everatt et al., 2023). They were among the first to implement municipal 

indigent programs, Johannesburg in 2008 and Tshwane in 2003, making them particularly 

relevant for this research. The study pursues two main objectives: (1) to explore municipal 

officials’ perceptions regarding the design, implementation, evaluation, and monitoring of 

their municipalities’ indigent exit strategies, and (2) to determine how these strategies can 

serve as interim poverty alleviation measures for employable individuals, particularly 

unemployed youth and other economically active people. 

A non-probability sampling approach was adopted, combining convenience and 

purposive sampling techniques in both municipalities. Recognizing that not all senior 

municipal officers possessed in-depth knowledge of the indigent programs, the study focused 

specifically on officials working within the indigent departments of the respective 

municipalities. These individuals were deemed most capable of providing detailed and 

informed insights into the implementation and challenges of the programs. 

Participants included senior management officials involved in the indigent programs, 

such as directors, deputy directors, managers, and social services officers, from both JHB 
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Metro and Tshwane Metro. Semi-structured interviews were employed as the primary data 

collection method due to their use of open-ended questions, which allowed flexibility for 

probing emerging themes and lines of inquiry. The interview questions were developed by the 

research team in alignment with the study objectives. The qualitative interview guide consisted 

of 12 questions, four biographical and eight related to the Municipal Indigent Policy. Details 

of the interview schedule are presented in Table 1.  

 

Table 1 

Details of participants and interviews 

Metro Municipality Participants and Position Date of Interview Length of Interview 

JHB Metro 

Participant 1, Director 23/05/2022 20 minutes, 41 seconds 

Participant 2, Manager 07/06/2022 13 minutes 42 seconds 

Participant 3, Social Services  30/05/2022 32 minutes 49 seconds 

Participant 4, Deputy Director 25/05/2022 19 minutes 45 seconds 

Tshwane Metro 

Participant 5, Deputy Director 03/06/2022 25 minutes 21 seconds 

Participant 6, Social Services 06/06/2022 22 minutes 11 seconds 

Participant 7, Deputy Director 29/06/2022 28 minutes 18 seconds 

Participant 8, Social Services 27/05/2022 25 minutes 00 seconds 

TOTAL 8 Research Participants 8 Days  

 

The interviews were conducted and recorded via the Microsoft Teams platform, with 

the informed consent of all interviewees. Thereafter, the data were analyzed using framework 

analysis, which provided a comprehensive approach to organizing and interpreting the data. 

This method facilitated a holistic understanding of the dataset, the identification of key themes, 

the exploration of relationships between different components, and the synthesis of findings to 

draw descriptive conclusions based on the extracted themes (Gale et al., 2013). 

This article forms part of a broader doctoral study undertaken by the lead author, a 

registered doctoral candidate at the Tshwane University of Technology (TUT). Ethical 

clearance for the study was obtained from TUT, and permission to conduct the research was 

granted by both metropolitan municipalities involved. According to Schneiderman (2021), 

independent oversight plays a vital role in fostering trustworthy systems through continuous 

improvement and accountability. In this study, such oversight also ensured credibility in 

monitoring the graduation of indigent beneficiaries from the register. All interviews were 
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conducted responsibly, adhering to the ethical principles of honesty, transparency, 

comprehensiveness, accountability, and openness to public scrutiny. 

   

4. Findings and Discussion  

 4.1 State of the Municipal Indigent Policies 

The design of the municipal indigent programmes in the two metropolitan 

municipalities examined in this study, the City of Tshwane (Tshwane Metro) and the City of 

Johannesburg (JHB Metro), differs notably in their approaches to the provision of basic 

services.  

The Tshwane Metro’s indigent programme, while offering its beneficiaries slightly 

more than the subminimum requirements stipulated by the National Framework for Municipal 

Indigent Policies (NFMIP), remains largely basic in its structure and household-focused 

approach. The programme provides each qualifying household with 12 kilolitres of water per 

month, 100 kWh of electricity per month, refuse removal through a dedicated dustbin, a 100% 

rebate on property value and refuse removal charges, the writing-off of arrears accumulated at 

the time of registration, and a free connection for a pre-paid electricity meter (City of Tshwane, 

2025).  

In contrast, the JHB Metro’s indigent programme, referred to as the Expanded Social 

Package (ESP), goes beyond the standard subminimum package prescribed by the NFMIP. It 

adopts a context-specific and needs-based model, offering varying levels of assistance to 

different categories of indigent households (ESP Policy, 2021). This is achieved through a 

poverty index that assesses applicants based on their poverty level and other socioeconomic 

factors, allowing the city to prioritize those most in need. The benefits include rebates for 

water, electricity, sewerage, refuse services, and property rates, structured on a tiered system 

(City of Johannesburg, 2022). 

Additionally, the ESP provides access to food bank benefits for vulnerable groups, 

including child-headed households, elderly-headed households, youth-headed households, and 

extremely poor families (ProBono, 2020). According to one municipal official, the ESP is 

designed to support “indigents and vulnerable groups such as senior citizens, child-headed 

households, and individuals earning below a certain income threshold.” 
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4.2 Review of the Indigent Exit Strategies 

Both Tshwane and Johannesburg metropolitan indigent programmes stipulate that 

beneficiaries may remain on the indigent register for a limited duration, 24 months for Tshwane 

Metro and 36 months for JHB Metro’s ESP. Once this period lapses, the individual is removed 

from the register and loses access to benefits, unless a reapplication for an extension is 

submitted and approved. Upon exiting the register, beneficiaries are expected to begin paying 

for municipal services. 

The NFMIP and the Guidelines for the Implementation of Municipal Indigent Policies 

(Department of Provincial and Local Government, 2005a) underscore the need for developing 

indigent exit strategies to enable beneficiaries of free basic services to participate in local 

economic development (LED) initiatives and achieve self-sufficiency. However, these national 

frameworks did not provide a specific implementation guide, leaving municipalities to devise 

their own strategies or align with national poverty alleviation initiatives such as the Expanded 

Public Works Programme (EPWP), Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETAs), Adult 

Basic Education and Training (ABET), and other pro-employment schemes. 

Feedback from municipal officials in both metros revealed that the absence of a 

formalized framework for developing indigent exit strategies has hindered effective 

implementation. Although officials recognized the importance of exit strategies as a 

complement to indigent support programs, their experiences and perspectives differed. In 

Tshwane Metro, officials indicated that the objectives of the indigent exit strategy were 

unclear, resulting in the absence of an ongoing, implementable plan. Similarly, in JHB Metro, 

one official noted a disconnect between the goals of the indigent exit programme and its actual 

outcomes, particularly concerning results monitoring and evaluation. 

More than a decade after Pillay (2010) highlighted this gap, Tshwane Metro still lacks 

a comprehensive exit strategy, posing a major setback for poor residents within its jurisdiction. 

The city currently maintains an indigent database that automatically sends Short Message 

Service (SMS) notifications at 21 months to alert beneficiaries of the impending lapse of their 

24-month benefit period. After expiration, indigents are removed from the register unless they 

reapply, a process that, according to one official, can take up to six months before benefits are 

reinstated. 

Officials also identified several challenges, including difficulties in verifying 

information and documentation submitted by applicants due to the absence of robust 
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verification mechanisms. In a public statement on April 21, 2023, the Member of the Mayoral 

Committee (MMC) for Community and Social Development Services acknowledged ongoing 

resident complaints and emphasized the urgent need to review the indigent programme 

(Mostert, 2023). 

Tshwane Metro officials further reported that several empowerment and capacitation 

initiatives had been launched but later collapsed. One official cited a 2014 partnership with 

Old Mutual, aimed at providing indigents with financial literacy and entrepreneurial training, 

which has since been discontinued. Subsequently, the city sought to integrate indigents into 

the EPWP, temporarily employing them within indigent programme operations. 

Officials emphasized the need for interdepartmental collaboration to enhance job 

creation for indigents. For example, one official noted that in 2014, the infrastructure 

development sector created temporary employment opportunities for indigents. However, 

since then, current plans have largely remained “documents that do not bear fruit.” Another 

official highlighted the lack of prioritization of indigents in the city’s recruitment processes 

and advocated for affirmative action measures that would reserve certain municipal posts for 

qualified indigent applicants. 

The JHB Metro has made huge strides in the development of its exit strategies, aiming 

not only to relieve residents from economic shocks but also to reduce poverty and extreme 

poverty in its communities. The approaches the city has taken are all centered around the 

empowerment and capacitation of indigents to enable them to generate their own income, as 

well as the provision of additional context-specific social services. With regard to the 

empowerment and capacitation of indigents, officials highlighted two approaches focusing on 

skills development for young indigents and income generation programs for senior citizens. 

According to one of the officials, the city managed to forge partnerships with NGOs that have 

been assisting with training and skills development programs for indigents. 

The challenges, however, as expressed by one official, were that “some of the skills 

development programs offered to the beneficiaries were not accredited and therefore tended 

to be ineffective since the indigents struggled to use them when seeking employment 

opportunities after the programs were completed.” Additionally, the official highlighted a 

challenge in the skills development programs and the way the selection of indigents for those 

programs was conducted, as there was no selection criterion for beneficiaries. This, therefore, 

failed to identify the unique skills and talents of each participant that could be harnessed and 
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developed. In relation to these challenges, the official mentioned that the municipality was in 

the process of resolving the hurdle by incorporating more accredited programs in their skills 

development initiatives, such as geyser installation, bricklaying, plumbing, electricity, and 

others, and by exposing beneficiaries to projects where they could work directly with partner 

companies. 

The official also suggested the need to involve psychologists or psychotherapists who 

could apply psychological tests to help identify the intelligence, aptitude, skills, and interests 

of indigents so that they could be placed in programs where they are most likely to succeed. 

The city is also actively using social workers in all its regions in empowerment programs for 

indigents. These social workers conduct economic programs and empowerment workshops in 

the communities they serve and educate residents about the municipal indigent program. 

The idea of working with partner companies was echoed by one official in Tshwane 

Metro, who highlighted the importance of partnerships, especially with private companies. 

According to this official, the metro needed to establish relationships with private companies 

such as cleaning, electrical installation, plumbing, construction, and restaurant companies, 

among others. These companies would be encouraged to consider those in the indigent 

database for employment opportunities, and in return, the private companies could be offered 

incentives such as business tax reductions from the government for choosing to employ 

indigents. 

In what was highlighted as a failed exit process from the program, a participant noted 

the outcry of some beneficiaries regarding additional benefits such as food and vegetable 

packs, which are provided free to indigent households. According to the official, exiting 

beneficiaries from those packages was usually very difficult because, in most cases, entire 

households depended on them. The participant suggested empowerment programs for such 

support, where instead of providing food and vegetable packs only, the municipality could 

ensure wider and longer access through partnerships with the Department of Agriculture, Land 

Reform and Rural Development. The indigents could then be trained in small-scale vegetable 

farming for family consumption or small business ventures within their communities. As such, 

the indigents would learn basic farming skills, including how to grow vegetables in small 

spaces such as informal settlements and townships. Examples of such small-scale farming 

include growing vegetables in crates placed on rooftops or creating small community gardens 

that produce fruits and vegetables to feed community members. According to the official, this 
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initiative would help reduce the problem of vegetable pack shortages and ensure access to 

vegetables even after indigents have exited the program. 

While the indigent program itself is a social package, one of the key lessons from the 

interviews was the need to integrate social services into indigent exit programs and not focus 

solely on income-centric needs. According to the officials, while providing opportunities for 

indigents to cope with financial pressures in their lives is critical, their social needs also need 

to be considered even after exiting the indigent register. One highlighted challenge was the 

assumption that when one family member is empowered with skills and development, that 

individual will be able to take on the family’s financial responsibilities, allowing the family to 

be released from the indigent program. While it is expected that the empowered family member 

may help support their family, officials noted that this approach overlooks family life cycle 

issues, especially among young indigents who still need to start their own families, potentially 

leaving their original households vulnerable to poverty and extreme poverty. 

In another highlighted case, while the metro offers free basic services to the elderly, 

the program does not specify how it would cater to an elderly person who develops chronic 

illnesses or requires special care, such as those with dementia, and who may risk being exited 

from the program after the lapse of a cycle. Additional constraints raised by another official 

included the struggle under the current indigent assistance, which does not cover the transfer 

of frail elderly people from retirement villages to old-age homes where they may receive more 

comprehensive support. 

In other context-specific cases where social services were crucial, one interviewee 

highlighted that the ESP also catered to people who had completed rehabilitation and were 

recovering drug addicts. The aim was to provide them with training opportunities to further 

their studies and gain work experience through engagement in various projects. However, the 

official noted that the department needed to establish a stakeholder relationship with the South 

African Depression and Anxiety Group (SADAG) to better manage drug addiction. According 

to the official, such a partnership was essential as it would teach beneficiaries healthier ways 

to cope with mental health issues such as anxiety, depression, isolation, lack of parental 

involvement, dysfunctional social relationships, and poverty (SADAG, 2022a). 

As part of other strategies to empower indigents, one official indicated that they could 

benefit from incorporating elements of leadership and service empowerment, which were 

being considered in the JHB Metro. The official suggested that this could be achieved by 
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collaborating with social institutions such as religious centers that encourage indigent people 

to volunteer in their communities as a form of service to the country. The official stated that 

“volunteering in this case would serve several purposes, such as: assisting one with identifying 

their skills and talents that they can turn into income generation opportunities; restoring one’s 

dignity as a human being because they will be in a position to lend a helping hand in addressing 

societal problems instead of always operating from the position of a receiver; and exposing 

them to social institutions that would empower them with healthier ways to mentally face life 

challenges.” 

Based on the feedback from the interviews, it was concluded that Tshwane Metro 

currently has no exit strategies in place. On the other hand, the JHB Metro indigent exit 

program is being implemented and has the potential to grow, although challenges remain that 

need to be addressed. For Tshwane Metro, the absence of indigent exit strategies presents a 

serious concern, as it may lead to vulnerable populations gradually accumulating and becoming 

trapped in municipal debt following the loss of free basic services, thereby creating further 

challenges for the city. 

  

4.3 Challenges with the Indigent Exit Programmes  

The indigent exit strategies for the JHB Metro are highly commendable, highlighting a 

great effort by the municipality in offering free basic services in a sustainable manner, given 

the state of the South African economy, which is characterized by high levels of inequality, 

poverty and extreme poverty, and unemployment (Mtaputi & Tinarwo, 2021). Tshwane 

Metro’s programmes, while they seemed to have been built on a good foundation earlier on, 

as presented by Pillay (2010), currently reflect a likely failure in the implementation of the 

programme. According to the Guidelines for the Implementation of Municipal Indigent 

Policies (Department: Provincial and Local Government, 2005a:33; 2005b:25), indigent exit 

strategies must accomplish the following main objectives: (1) Poverty eradication through the 

provision of economic opportunities to the indigents and encouraging a work culture among 

them; (2) Provide a mechanism for tracking and evaluating indigent households to determine 

when they should be graduated/removed from the indigent register so that the provision of 

services remains sustainable; (3) Provide a platform to engage and stimulate a variety of 

different stakeholders to actively contribute to poverty reduction through the provision of 

economic opportunities and various other support programmes to help those in need; (4) 
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Provide a means of linking the beneficiaries to other local, provincial, and national poverty 

alleviation programmes; and (5) Provide a means to track and evaluate the impact of various 

strategies on the indigents, and an opportunity for reflection on what is working and what is 

not. 

Johannesburg Metro has made significant strides in addressing objectives 1, 3 and 4. 

However, based on the feedback from both metropolitan municipalities, objectives 2 and 5 

appear to be major grey areas that are either missing or have significant deficiencies in their 

indigent exit programmes. The key issues identified from the interview feedback highlighted 

problems with the administration of the programmes, with the following three main areas of 

concern clearly emerging: a lack of a framework for the implementation of exit strategies; a 

lack of a proper framework for tracking indigents; and a lack of an M&E system to evaluate 

the impact of various exit strategies on indigents. 

The challenge of a lack of a framework for the implementation of indigent exit 

strategies might represent a missed opportunity by the national government to guide this crucial 

poverty reduction initiative. The indigent exit programme could have been a great opportunity 

to target those truly in need of government assistance, given its potential to reach beneficiaries 

directly. For instance, according to one official from Tshwane Metro, the indigent exit 

strategies were not implementable because “the goals of the exit strategies are not clear, it is 

not clear how the different departments play a role in exiting indigents who are active 

members, there is no legislative framework for the program.” According to the official, “it is 

the national framework for municipal indigent policy that says there should be indigent exit 

strategies,” and therefore they depend mostly on it, in addition to the local municipal indigent 

policy, the Municipal Financial Systems Framework, and the Constitution. Another participant 

highlighted the same problem, noting that “the goals of the program (indigent exit strategies) 

were not clear, and hence negatively affecting some implementation efforts.” 

The same issue, a lack of an implementation framework, might explain why indigent 

programmes for various municipalities around South Africa do not even mention indigent exit 

strategies in their indigent policies, e.g., the Stellenbosch Municipal Indigent Policy 

(Stellenbosch Municipality, 2020) and eThekwini Municipality Indigent Policy (City of 

eThekwini, 2020). For many municipal indigent programmes, the emphasis has been on the 

conditions for exiting the programme rather than on empowerment. 
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Both municipalities use a database in which indigents are registered and which is 

accessible from various offices to track beneficiaries, with records for up to three to four years 

for Johannesburg Metro and records from 2017 for Tshwane Metro. For the City of Tshwane, 

the system flags those due for exit, sending an SMS to the beneficiary in the 21st month, 

followed by a visit by city officials to households due for exit to evaluate and prepare them for 

exit or recommend reapplication. For JHB Metro, tracking and evaluation are generally 

performed when indigents come to re-register for an extension of benefits every six months. 

Both municipalities make extensive use of social workers in their programmes, who conduct 

home visits and provide important tracking information. However, it was also noted that 

challenges arise with elderly indigents who may not be able to come to the offices to register 

or re-register in the programme. In another related challenge, a Tshwane official highlighted 

cases where the registered indigent person had died, but the families did not notify the indigent 

programme authorities for fear of losing the benefits of the deceased registered indigent 

relative. 

While the two metros seem to have some form of tracking process for indigents, the 

evaluation process has several shortcomings. For starters, the municipalities pointed out the 

lack of mechanisms to verify the information presented by applicants, especially those 

applying for benefits while working or otherwise undeserving of such benefits. According to 

the municipalities, this could be addressed through the integration of different systems to verify 

submitted information. However, according to one official, their departments did not have links 

with the Department of Home Affairs, the South African Revenue Service (SARS), and the 

Department of Labour, which made this process very difficult. The official added that the main 

inhibiting factor for such integration was the funding needed to facilitate such an initiative. 

One official also noted that there was no integration of municipal indigent programmes 

with other social services, e.g., child support grants or disability grants. According to the 

official, such integration would help in assessing the needs of a household and in tracking the 

progress of indigents. Therefore, at present, some undeserving people benefit from free basic 

services intended for indigents, either because the indigent has died, started working and is no 

longer eligible, or through fraudulent applications, resulting in a waste of resources meant for 

the poor and extremely poor citizens. 

The main challenge both Johannesburg and Tshwane municipalities face is in 

monitoring and evaluating (M&E) the impact of their indigent exit programmes. While both 
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municipalities have overarching M&E frameworks within their Social Development 

Departments, these are not specifically focused on assessing the effectiveness of indigent exit 

strategies. Feedback from municipal officials revealed that M&E is currently used to verify 

whether indigents receive their free basic services and whether they should reapply for benefits 

or exit the programme. However, impact assessments of the exit strategies themselves are 

lacking. Of the eight participants, only four addressed the question of evaluating the impact of 

the exit strategies on indigents. A Johannesburg Metro official responsible for M&E explained 

that the goals of the indigent exit programmes are not clearly defined, making it difficult to 

apply standard M&E principles such as the results chain. There is a misalignment between the 

goals of the exit programmes and the outcomes of the activities aimed at achieving them, 

complicating effective M&E. Similarly, a Tshwane Metro M&E specialist highlighted the 

absence of a legislative framework governing the M&E of indigent exit strategies. Without 

clear guidelines or legal backing, it becomes challenging to effectively track and assess the 

success of these programmes. 

While both municipalities perform some level of M&E for their indigent programmes, 

the focus is not on the impact of exit strategies. There is a need for better alignment between 

programme goals and outcomes, as well as a legislative framework to guide effective M&E, 

particularly for the evaluation of indigent exit programmes. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Poverty is complex and requires a range of coordinated strategies for its eradication. 

Economic growth is regarded as a long-term driver of poverty reduction but needs to be 

supplemented by short-term interventions such as food stamps, subsidized housing, and 

income support to help the poor and vulnerable improve their socio-economic conditions 

(Bloeck et al., 2019; Mokomane, 2012). Combating poverty also requires addressing 

inequality, promoting economic growth, and providing essential social services alongside 

financial and social safety nets (Singh & Chudasama, 2020). In South Africa, municipal 

indigent programs play a crucial role in poverty reduction by offering basic services to the 

poor. However, these programs need to be paired with indigent exit strategies to foster long-

term independence, as basic service packages alone are insufficient to meet indigents’ broader 

needs. Municipalities must find innovative ways to empower indigents and develop 

comprehensive frameworks for implementing and monitoring exit strategies. 
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Findings from Johannesburg and Tshwane Metros indicate efforts to implement 

indigent exit strategies but highlight the lack of proper monitoring and evaluation (M&E) 

systems. Without M&E, municipalities cannot assess which strategies are effective, which 

hampers decision-making on poverty interventions. Participants emphasized the need for a 

separate M&E framework dedicated to indigent exit strategies, which would help ensure 

effective resource allocation and guide the development of successful exit programs. 

Challenges in tracking and monitoring indigent programs are significant due to the 

human capital demands of these tasks. Additionally, the lack of records on successful outcomes 

further complicates program assessment. Fraud is also a concern, as illustrated by a Tshwane 

Metro official who reported that 28,000 people were removed from the register for illegally 

benefiting from the indigent program. 

In conclusion, while municipal indigent programs are essential, their success depends 

heavily on effective M&E. Without it, municipalities struggle to track progress, address 

challenges, and ensure that the programs benefit those in genuine need. 
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