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Executive Summary

Introduction

The juxtaposition found in South African society, where poverty and opulence exist along-
side each other, has yet again been brought to the fore with the advent of COVID-19. The 
country’s extreme inequality is always a factor when dealing with adversity and this global 
pandemic has been no different. A syndemics approach to disease requires an exploration 
of the factors that  impact on the spread of  diseases, such as the those of a political, envi-
ronmental and socio-economic nature, in order to fully comprehend and manage diseases, 
especially of this magnitude,. The management of COVID-19 has required this multifac-
eted approach and this report seeks to examine how South Africa confronted the pandemic 
specifically during the first surge (March – October 2020). The unpredictability of the 
virus has necessitated  constant guideline updates which have resulted in the continuous 
adjusting of public health and social measures in both global and domestic contexts. 

The aim of the report, therefore, is to provide an analysis of the multifaceted impacts and 
responses to the pandemic in South Africa, and to identify lessons that South Africa (and 
other countries) can draw on for  management of the current pandemic and its socio-eco-
nomic impacts, as well as for similar crises in future. 

This report seeks to analyse South Africa’s experience in managing COVID-19. While it 
was originally envisaged as a ‘post-COVID’ analysis, to draw lessons for the future, the as-
sumptions that informed its conceptualisation have been torn asunder by the evolution of 
the pandemic within South Africa and on a global scale. Firstly, it is taking much longer for 
decisive solutions to be found, and trends in the virus’ propagation are erratic and uncer-
tain. Secondly, data on both domestic and global experience in managing the pandemic are 
changing with time, rendering it well-nigh impossible to draw conclusive lessons. Thirdly, 
while the centrality of multi-disciplinarity and the syndemics approach in understanding 
the pandemic have been confirmed, the indicators that need consideration in any compre-
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hensive analysis multiply with each passing month, rendering some research and analyses 
stale by the time the research effort is put to bed.
Consequently, the end of October 2020 is used as the analytical cut-off point for this re-
port, because the overall aim of the report is not to provide the latest statistics but rather 
to identify lessons that will stand South Africa and other interested parties in good stead, 
and to make some recommendations on the  basis of these.  Firstly, this report  may assist 
in managing a pandemic that has yet to be tamed; secondly, it provides an appreciation 
that a major resurgence is possible in South Africa; and thirdly, it serves as part of the ar-
senal of insights to be used when similar crises emerge in future. Further, the report also 
reflects on issues pertaining to economic recovery and reconstruction. Some of the critical 
interventions to launch the country onto a new trajectory of growth and development are 
discussed in the later sections of the report. 

COVID-19 trends globally 
and in South Africa

The timing of public health responses and the different methods countries implemented 
to deal with the first surge of COVID-19, played a big role in how the virus spread with-
in the various countries. China implemented a lockdown strategy in mid-January 2020, 
stopping movement in and out of Wuhan, the initial epicentre of the epidemic, and 15 
other cities in Hubei province. Two months after the lockdowns began, the number of new 
cases in China dropped significantly. Europe and the Americas experienced exponential 
numbers of infections and deaths. This report briefly explores the public health responses 
and subsequent infection rates in Italy, UK, USA (New York), Sweden and Singapore and 
it demonstrates how  slow and relaxed responses resulted in mortality rates. 

By August 2020 South Africa was among the top 10 countries with reported cases with it 
reported the lowest number of COVID-related deaths. The available evidence appears to 
confirm that the country’s early and hard lockdown, combined with effective contact trac-
ing for the early cases identified (mainly travellers returning from Europe) helped prevent 
uncontrolled local community transmission during these early stages of the pandemic. 

While the early interventions implemented by the South African government did achieve 
their health purpose, they also placed extreme economic strain on virtually all South Afri-
cans. Many people were deprived of income and employment, while the production and 
distribution of goods and services ceased in most sectors. Furthermore, the social psychol-
ogy of the pandemic cannot be overlooked. Surveys conducted during the early days show 
that the President and Minister of Health enjoyed the unprecedented confidence of the 
population; but this was short-lived as  livelihoods  became precarious, incidents of bru-
tality by security forces were publicised and corruption was exposed. Evidence of negative 
socio-psychological dynamics started to increase – social unrest, helplessness, irrational 
beliefs, political opportunism and defiance. Though these remain on the increase, the state 
and its social partners seem to have managed the situation enough to prevent a social con-
flagration. Communication, reassurance, acknowledgement of weaknesses and a gradual 
risk-adjusted strategy seems to have contained the most negative social dynamics. 
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In addition, amidst incidents of corruption in public procurement processes, the South 
African government and its social partners succeeded in acquiring and availing Personal 
Protection Equipment (PPE), and in providing infrastructure necessary for communities, 
and educational and health facilities, to prevent or contain the spread and impact of the 
virus. In the heat of the processes, the system seemed inept and disorganised and further 
cases of corruption were later exposed. However, although there may have been elements 
of these weaknesses, sheer effort, pressure from civil society and co-operation among social 
partners all contributed to minimum standards for containment largely being met.

COVID-19 and its political 
economy impact

South Africa entered 2020, and the COVID-19 crisis, on the back of weak economic 
growth, having experienced a technical recession in the final two quarters of 2019. The 
virus, and the measures taken to curb it, have also resulted in expected fiscal revenue loss-
es, massive job losses and a huge negative impact on small businesses and firms. This will 
put a further strain on South Africa’s public finances, and also raise South Africa’s cost of 
borrowing. 

The deep economic crisis induced by the COVID-19 pandemic, coming on top of the 
poor performance that South Africa has experienced over the past decade underlines the 
social emergency facing South Africa. The fundamental question is whether leaders of 
South Africa’s social partners fully appreciate the depth of the crisis and are able to rise 
above sectoral interests to fashion a cohesive escape route. 

Towards economic 
reconstruction and recovery 

Some of the critical interventions required to launch the country onto a new trajectory of 
growth and development are noted below. Emphasis is on infrastructure development in-
cluding water and sanitation, roads, electricity, public transport, freight logistics, spectrum 
utilisation and aviation. This is followed by a variety of possible interventions pertaining 
to sectoral focus areas: 12 actionable initiatives across the 10 high impact industrial focus 
areas are detailed. These initiatives, supported by an optimal policy mix, could  result in an 
increase of R1 trillion to the GDP, create up to 1.5 million jobs and increase tax revenues 
by R100bn per annum. These also strategically align with numerous ongoing Strategic 
Integrated Projects (‘SIPs’) that are part of the infrastructural development programme in 
the Presidency. Funding mechanisms and financial sector transformation would also be 
important as government will not have all the resources required for the post-COVID-19 
economic reconstruction effort. In addition to funding from the fiscus, which is currently 
constrained, the state should mobilise domestic and global development finance institu-
tions, the private sector and impact funders and strengthen the operation of the South 
African Revenue Service to crack down on tax evasion and illicit flows. Many of these 
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interventions are to be found in the drafts for discussions at NEDLAC and for the govern-
ment’s synthesis, the Reconstruction and Recovery Plan. 

The African continent, especially sub-Saharan Africa, is emerging as South Africa’s key eco-
nomic partner. With the rise of protectionism as well as reshoring and COVID-19 related 
disruption of global value chains, South Africa needs to place even more emphasis on its 
relations within the continent. Opportunities presented by infrastructure programmes, 
manufactured supplies for these projects, integration into global value chains, and con-
sumer demand from the expanding pool of economically active citizens will need to be 
harnessed on a bigger scale. South Africa’s post-COVID-19 reconstruction plan should 
thus be premised on speeding up the implementation of the African Continental Free 
Trade Area, including manufacturing capabilities related to public health.

Conclusion: Developmental state 
and social compacting

The COVID-19 crisis has provided an opportunity for compacting around a specific health 
issue. This should be nurtured, as should the consultative approach that has informed 
management of the pandemic. 

Social compacting will be an important mechanism to advance South Africa’s reconstruc-
tion and recovery. Through the development of a common vision and common plans for 
how to rebuild our society, South Africa can lift investment to the level at which we will 
create an inclusive economy. 

The COVID-19 crisis and the responses it has generated across society, have sown the seeds 
of a culture of compacting from the lowest family level to community and all the way to 
national level. 

It would seem that NEDLAC is coming of age as the preeminent forum for engagement 
among social partners on strategic issues facing the country. 
At the same time, the democratic state should play a leadership role and take decisive ac-
tion as and when required. To play this role, it needs to entrench competence, profession-
alism and ethical conduct, which are the cornerstone of any effective state, and the basis 
for trust between citizens and the government.

At the centre of this should be a properly capacitated coordination function within the 
Presidency, with the authority and leverage to ensure co-ordination and integration of 
policy development and implementation.
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Introduction

Painting a scenario not far 
from reality

A South African from an Italian ski resort comes back with a COVID-19 infection. The 
family’s domestic worker from an informal settlement is infected. As the health providers, 
doctors and patients are infected… then children in middle class and township schools, 
congregants in suburbs and informal settlements, shoppers in malls and passengers in taxis. 

The pandemic spreads uncontrollably and society is thrown into deep crisis. 
This scenario demonstrates the reality that South Africa is a global experiment, unique in 
the extent to which  poverty and opulence exist cheek by jowl. The country has now again 
been called upon to play that role in a global crisis: to explore and demonstrate how to 
manage difficulties (now a unique pandemic) in a profoundly unequal society.

Central to these attempts is the concept of a syndemics approach to dealing with epidem-
ics, i.e. examining the effects of diseases interacting with each other, together with under-
standing and managing the political, environmental and socio-economic factors that both 
enable the spread of these diseases, and in turn exacerbate or even ameliorate their impact 
on the nation or community within which they occur.

Pathology of COVID-19

In December 2019, the World Health Organisation (WHO) reported a cluster of pneu-
monia cases in Wuhan City, China. The Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome Coronavirus 
2 (SARS-CoV-2) was confirmed as the causative agent of what we know as ‘Coronavirus 
Disease 2019’ (COVID-19). Coronaviruses are enveloped, positive stranded RNA virus-
es classified under the family of Coronaviridae within the Nidovirales order (Wu et al., 
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2020). They have a crown appearance under the electron microscopy due to the spike 
protein on the surface. Prior to the discovery of SARS-CoV-2, there were six coronaviruses 
known to infect humans (Jackwood and De Wit, 2020). Four of these normally induce 
mild common cold-type symptoms and two (SARS and MERS) have resulted in pan-
demics in the past two decades. On 30 January 2020 WHO declared that COVID-19 is 
a ‘public-health emergency of international concern’; and by 11 March it had declared it 
a global pandemic. 

Although COVID-19 has many similarities to SARS and MERS, there is a significant dif-
ference in the rate at which it spreads. COVID-19 has higher transmissibility (the quality 
of a disease or trait being able to be passed on from one person or organism to another) 
and many more patients with COVID-19 have mild symptoms that contribute to spread 
because these patients are often missed and not isolated. While SARS and MERS infected 
under 10,000 people, COVID-19 has spread to more than 200 countries with over 40 
million confirmed cases and over 1,1 million deaths in the world. Although MERS and 
SARS had higher mortality rates, the number of people infected with COVID-19 and the 
rate at which the number has been increasing, is exponential (as illustrated below).

Figure 1: Velocity of the virus 

Source: Reuters Graphics, February 2020. 

Unlike with SARS and MERS, evidence suggests that the nature of transmission of the 
current coronavirus during  early phase of the illness has contributed to widespread trans-
mission: by the time a patient is symptomatic, they have already transmitted the virus. The 
extent to which isolation and contact tracing methods are effective in curbing the virus 
depends on the proportion of transmission that occurs before symptom onset. 



14

Towards Reconstruction And Recovery |   Mistra report

Trends In Covid-19 
Global Spread

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, countries around the world have implemented 
a range of intervention measures, such as population-wide physical distancing1, contact 
tracing and case isolation, with the goal of reducing the spread of the virus.

A key parameter in epidemiological modelling is the basic reproduction number, R0, 
which measures the average number of people that will be infected by a single contagious 
individual in a fully susceptible population (Delamater et al., 2020). A value of R0 > 1 
indicates that an outbreak will occur, and the rate of propagation rises with a higher R0, 
while R0 < 1 means the virus will die out (Polonsky et al., 2019). In the early phase of an 
outbreak the number of infected individuals in a population increases exponentially. As 
the virus spreads and more people become infected, the number of susceptible individuals 
(those not yet exposed to the virus) declines and this slows the rate of increase due to herd 
immunity (Clemente-Suárez et al, 2019). Eventually the number of infected individuals 
reaches a peak and then declines. Larger values of R0 > 1 are usually registered during the 
early phase of an outbreak, with a higher peak in daily case numbers, and a larger number 
of cumulative cases as the pandemic spreads (Chintalapudi et al., 2019).

South Africa’s experience shows that, outside of Wuhan (China) where the virus is assumed 
to have originated, when a virus initially emerges in a country, prior to an outbreak becom-
ing fully established, daily new case numbers are relatively low and dominated by imported 
cross-border cases. The epidemic curve typically grows erratically and at a sub-exponential 
rate (Chowell et al., 2016). After 100 cases the outbreak is likely to be established and 
driven mainly by community transmission (Mishra and Mishra, 2020). 

In mainland China, approximately 85,600 cumulative cases have been reported, but the 
number of cases outside of the country exceeds that figure by far. China implemented a 
lockdown strategy in mid-January, stopping movement in and out of Wuhan, the initial 

1 In this report, the notion of ‘physical distancing’ is preferred as distinct from ‘social distancing’  
 as the latter is often applied in the context of political economy discourse about differences in  
 socio-economic conditions among various groups in society.
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epicentre of the epidemic, and 15 other cities in Hubei province. Two months after the 
lockdowns began, the number of new cases in China dropped significantly. However, new 
outbreaks have surfaced from time to time, and lockdown regulations have been imple-
mented for instance in Shulan, a city in China’s northeast as well as residential complex-
es in the capital, Beijing. Similar experiences of occasional outbreaks have manifested in 
many other countries, including Singapore, Australia, South Korea, Spain, Brazil, the UK 
and the US. 

China has used the same strict lockdown measures that were key to containing the pan-
demic in the central city of Wuhan. The number of cumulative cases in China have been 
more or less steady and this allowed the country  to open up economic and social activities 
combined with non-pharmaceutical interventions such as using face masks. By August, 
other countries, particularly in Europe and the Americas, had surpassed China (see figure 
2 and 3 below) and even where peaks were assumed to have been reached, there have been 
new surges. Europe and the Americas have experienced an exponential number of deaths. 
Among the top 10 countries with reported cases, South Africa reported the lowest number 
of COVID-related deaths (Statista, 2020).

Figure 2: Number of Coronavirus cases worldwide as of August 28, 2020, by country

Source: Worldometer, August 2020. https://www.statista.com/statistics/1043366/novel-coronavirus-
2019ncov-cases-worldwide-by-country/
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Figure 3: Daily new coronavirus cases: New cases reported on a seven-day 
moving average

Source: Johns Hopkins University, July 2020

The timing of public health responses has played a big role in how the virus has spread 
within various countries. 
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Italy
Italy, particularly in the northern provinces, was relatively slow to respond to the epidemic 
and experienced a high reproduction number for many weeks. This led to an explosion of 
cases which overwhelmed the health system. There followed some of the strictest public 
health control measures in Europe, which finally saw the reproduction number fall to 
below 1. The time lag, however,  resulted in Italy’s death toll of over 35,000 by 28 August 
2020, serving as a warning of what can happen if the virus is allowed to spread unchecked, 
even if strict measures are brought in later.

It is estimated that containment measures and changes in social behaviour and awareness 
have progressively reduced the transmission of COVID-19 in Italy by 45 per cent (Gatto 
et al., 2020). The country’s early containment efforts – lockdowns in 11 cities imposed 
in late February – reduced transmission by around 18 per cent; and subsequent measures 
implemented in March provided another 34 per cent reduction. Furthermore, it is reported 
that the country’s lockdown prevented around 200,000 hospitalisations between February 
21 (when Italy’s first case was reported) and March 25 (Gatto et al., 2020).

 
Figure 4: At the time of modelling, Italy was at the equivalent of the highest alert 
level in lockdown regulations, which it entered 27 days after the 100th case.

Source: Te Punaha Matatini, University of Auckland, April 2020 
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United Kingdom (UK)
The UK’s initial response to COVID-19 was characterised by less stringent measures. Some 
reports suggest that the government stalled while it considered pursuing a controversial 
‘herd immunity’ strategy, before finally ordering an Italy-style lockdown to regain control 
over the virus’ transmission. As in Italy, the result was an initial surge in case numbers, a 
belatedly successful effort to bring reproduction number below 1, and a death toll of over 
20,000 in April 2020.
 

Figure 5: At the time of modelling, the United Kingdom was at the equivalent of the 
highest alert level in lockdown regulations, which it entered 18 days after 
the 100th case.

Source: Te Punaha Matatini, University of Auckland, April 2020 
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New York City, USA
New York City is another testament to the power of an uncontrolled virus spread to 
overwhelm the health system. Its reproduction number peaked at a staggeringly high value 
of 8, before the city slammed on the brakes and went into complete lockdown. It took a 
protracted battle to finally bring the reproduction number below 1. 
 

Figure 6: At the time of modelling, New York was at the equivalent of the highest alert 
level in lockdown regulations, which it entered 12 days after the 100th case.

Source: Te Punaha Matatini, University of Auckland, April 2020 

By the middle of September 2020, the US as a whole had a cumulative figure of 6.6-million 
infections and 196,000 deaths, with various epicentres manifesting as the pandemic spread 
in this vast geographic space and highly federalised polity. In reviewing these figures, 
attention has also been drawn to the quality of national political leadership and the partisan 
discourse against the backdrop of a tightly contested presidential election.  
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Sweden
Sweden had a markedly relaxed public health response. Despite some restrictions, such 
as banning public gatherings of more than 50 people and stipulating that tables in 
restaurants should be set apart, the streets remained bustling, bars were still trading, and 
primary schools remained open. Instead of imposing widespread restrictions, the Swedish 
government advised its citizens to act responsibly by practising physical distancing and 
staying at home when sick.

This has understandably been contentious. Although the reproduction number (see figure 
7) indicates that the curve was flattening, Sweden, a nation of 10.2 million people, later 
saw 5,820 deaths linked to COVID-19 towards the end of August 2020, a figure smaller 
than those of Italy, Spain or the UK but far in excess to those recorded by its Nordic 
neighbours. In that period, Denmark had registered 624 deaths, Finland had seen 335 and 
Norway had 264, according to Johns Hopkins University. This means that Sweden had 
567 deaths per million people compared with Denmark’s 106 deaths per million, Finland’s 
59 deaths per million, and Norway’s 47 deaths per million. The Swedish figure is closer to 
Italy’s 581 deaths per million.

The majority of Swedes continue to support their government’s approach. Many Swedes 
argued that they practice physical distancing as a cultural habit and can act responsibly 
without lockdowns.

Figure 7: At the time of modelling, Sweden was at the equivalent of South Africa’s alert 
level 2, which it entered 12 days after the 100th case.

Source: Te Punaha Matatini, University of Auckland, April 2020 
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Singapore
Singapore is a lesson on why being complacent is not an option when it comes to coronavirus. 
It was hailed as an early success story of bringing the virus to heel through extensive testing, 
effective contact tracing and strict quarantining, with no need for a full lockdown. But the 
virus bounced back and infection clusters originating amongst migrant workers prompted 
tighter restrictions. The reproduction number reached 2 between February and March 
urging the country to impose international travel restrictions and strict quarantine measures 
for those already infected and their close contacts (Kopi, 2020). The R0 value decreased to 
approximately 1 towards the end of April (Kopi, 2020), indicating that the virus became 
more contained following the interventions. The reproduction number continues to 
fluctuate in Singapore.

Figure 8: At the time of modelling, Singapore was at the equivalent of the highest alert 
level in lockdown regulations, which it entered 38 days after the 100th case.

Source: Te Punaha Matatini, University of Auckland, April 2020 

The graphs above show that countries and cities that moved quickly to implement strict 
interventions brought the coronavirus under control much more effectively, with lower 
death rates. Singapore shows that the situation can change rapidly, thus countries should 
remain vigilant.
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Trends on the African continent
The trends on the African continent, by mid-September, are succinctly captured by Kerry 
Cullinan (Daily Maverick, 15 September 2020):

Dire predictions of Africa being overwhelmed by a tsunami of COVID-19 infections 
and deaths have not materialised – yet – and this is confounding many researchers.
Whether the reason is the continent’s youthful population, a certain level of ‘herd 
immunity’ gained from prior exposure to other coronaviruses, or simply a lack of 
adequate disease surveillance, experts are trying to understand the reasons.

According to the article, in early August, when the continent recorded one million 
COVID-19 cases, Dr Matshidiso Moeti, the World Health Organisation’s regional director 
for Africa, described it as a ‘slow burn’ on the continent. By September, Africa accounted 
for four per cent of the world’s cases and three per cent of deaths.2  This according to 
Cullinan, is in contrast with the fact that Africa represents about 17 per cent of the world’s 
population. In the continent’s worst-affected countries, including South Africa, Morocco, 
Tunisia, Ethiopia and Egypt, the rate of new infection has slowed over time. 

2   World Health Organisation (WHO)
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Covid-19 Trends 
In South Africa 

South Africa’s efforts to contain the COVID-19 pandemic were relatively rapid and 
comprehensive by international standards. The number of confirmed cases passed 100 – 
a basic benchmark in the progression of the epidemic – on 18 March 2020. Three days 
prior to this a National State of Disaster had already been declared, and on 26 March the 
country was placed under a complete national lockdown for five weeks3 . The initial stage 
of the lockdown was extremely stringent, restricting all individuals to essential travel only, 
prohibiting the sale of alcohol to take pressure off the public health system, and making no 
allowance for any non-essential activities outside the home, including basic exercise. This 
essentially brought most economic functions across the country to a complete halt apart 
from a set of essential services including healthcare, security, agriculture, and the transport 
of selected goods. Following these interventions, and after an early exponential increase in 
confirmed cases, the spread of the disease slowed. Figure 9 shows the number of confirmed 
cases for South Africa alongside four comparator countries, where the vertical line marks 
the introduction of the lockdown in South Africa, after which a gradual flattening of the 
curve is evident. 
 

3 The lockdown was initially set to be three weeks but was subsequently extended for a further  
 two weeks. The country then implemented a risk-adjusted strategy that would gradually ease  
 strict lockdown restrictions based on an assessment of the  balance between health risks and  
 livelihood.
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Figure 9: Trajectory of Cumulative Confirmed Cases
Source: Compiled using data from Our World in Data. Data as of 29 April 2020.

Notes: Vertical line in brown = introduction of national lockdown in South Africa. 

The available evidence appears to confirm that the country’s early and hard lockdown, 
combined with effective contact tracing for the early cases (travellers from Europeans or 
South Africans returning from Europe) helped prevent uncontrolled local community 
transmission during these early stages of the pandemic. 

However, this early effective response did not result in a decline in the absolute number of 
cases. Instead, the early lockdown allowed South Africa time to prepare for the exponential 
rise in COVID-19 infections that followed  the risk-adjusted relaxation of lockdown 
regulations. Essentially then, the epidemiological evidence suggests that in the early stages 
of the epidemic some form of a delayed infection curve was observed in South Africa 
(Karim et al., 2020).
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The peak and decline and some 
causal factors

From 1 May 2020, South Africa moved from a full lockdown, with the most stringent 
measures enforced (level 5), to level 4 which allowed for some activity subject to extreme 
precautions. Cases in the Western Cape were rising exponentially and had increased by 
over 3,000 cases in two weeks after the move to level 4. In the same period, the Eastern 
Cape saw an increase of 594 cases; Gauteng, 310 cases; KwaZulu-Natal, 145 cases; and 
the rest of the country, 55 cases. Most of the deaths were also in the Western Cape, at 54 
deaths. 
Following the move to level 4 at the beginning of May 2020, a spike in cases was observed. 
Gauteng and the Eastern Cape saw an increased rate of growth in COVID-19 cases from 
the third week of May, which prevailed into the first week of June. With the beginning 
of the cold months and the introduction of level 3 on 1 June 2020 – which came with 
further easing of the regulations including the full reopening of the retail sector and the 
unbanning of the sale of alcohol –infections in Gauteng and the Eastern Cape increased 
rapidly,  while the Western Cape was experiencing its surge. 

As depicted in figure 10 and 11 below, different provinces had their surges at different times, 
with Gauteng’s cases and deaths peaking in July and far exceeding all provinces. The Eastern 
Cape also surged in July, albeit with fewer infections and deaths. KwaZulu-Natal and other 
provinces experienced their surges towards the end of July and beginning of August 2020. 
The introduction of each lockdown level and thus the gradual easing of regulations has 
seen a surge in cases and deaths across the country. However, the movement to lockdown 
level 2, which occurred on August 18 during a decline in  numbers of infections, did not 
have the same effect. The country has since moved to level 1 of the risk-adjusted strategy 
and it will be important to monitor any surges in cases or deaths. 
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Figure 11: Reported deaths from COVID-19 by province in two-week 
intervals, 17 May to 20 September

Source: TIPS Tracker, September 2020

 Figure 10: Reported new cases by province, 3 April to 20 September 
2020 (Seven-day rolling averages)

Source: TIPS Tracker, September 2020
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In addition to implementing  lockdown measures, South Africa also initiated  a proactive 
health response with some unique features that are linked to current programmes aimed 
at managing the country’s pre-existing disease burden. South Africa remains the global 
epicentre of the HIV epidemic, with 7.7 million HIV-positive individuals and 5.2 million 
people receiving antiretroviral treatment. In response to this, South Africa expanded 
its base of community healthcare workers (CHWs) substantially. In April 2020, health 
systems data indicated that the country had around 28,000 community health workers in 
the public system. 

As shown in Figure 12, they comprise just over 20 per cent of all public healthcare workers 
in the country. As the name suggests these workers operate at the community level and play a 
crucial role in the testing and prevention of HIV (and TB), treatment adherence, and more 
general health promotion. Despite some concerns over proper training and equipment 
for  community health workers, their deployment to help screen, test, diagnose, isolate, 
contact trace and treat at the household level for COVID-19 may have also had an impact 
in limiting the rapid spread of the disease. In many parts of the country, provincial and 
local authorities reassigned some employees, especially beneficiaries of public works, to this 
function. Going forward it appears that community health care workers will continue to 
play an important role in combatting the spread of the virus in the country. 
 

Figure 12: Distribution of Public Healthcare Workers, South Africa

Source: Chikte (2020), Own calculations
In addition to the unexpected resilience provided by the availability of 
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CHWs,  South Africa’s testing numbers have been significant. Overall rates of screening 
and testing in South Africa increased rapidly, with per capita testing far above almost all 
other developing countries (Geffen and Welte, 2020; Soy, 2020). South Africa managed 
to increase testing to reach approximately 15,000 tests per day during the strict lockdown 
and further increased this number to 40,000 to 50,000 tests per day during the relaxed 
regulations (M&G Data Desk, 2020; Powell, 2020). After nurses (56 per cent), community 
healthcare workers constitute the biggest sub-group within the sector. The critical role they 
play in testing for COVID-19 and spreading the necessary information in communities 
demonstrates the need to prioritise the formalisation, training and investment in 
community healthcare workers.

The stringent lockdown measures, combined with rapid community testing, bought the 
country valuable time to prepare for an imminent health crisis, though it did not manifest 
as originally projected by the modellers. Death rates remain significantly lower than in 
countries with similar overall rates of infection.

‘Lives and livelihoods’
While these interventions did achieve their health purpose, they have also placed extreme 
economic strain on virtually all South Africans. Many people have been deprived of 
income and employment, while the production and distribution of goods and services 
ceased in most sectors. This created an unprecedented reduction in both demand and 
supply that is set to continue even as the intensity and coverage of  lockdown eases.4  The 
economic impacts of the lockdown have been severe and widespread (as discussed later in 
this document). In a country with already high levels of poverty and joblessness anecdotal 
evidence suggests that many households are facing alarming levels of economic distress – 
marked for example by the growing food insecurity (PLAAS, 2020). Businesses are also 
under huge strain as revenues dry up and debts mount. The firm-level impacts vary across 
sectors, occupations, regions and other key covariates, and as the country reopens the 
economy these dynamics will change. 

Government gradually introduced measures to mitigate some of the negative economic 
impacts on individuals, households and businesses. The most important intervention was 
a stimulus package that was announced by President Cyril Ramaphosa on April 21 – 
approximately a month after he declared a State of National Disaster. This package included 
substantial additional spending, targeted at firms and individuals, that amounts to 6.5 
per cent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP). The package does represent an important 
intervention relative to the policy approaches of most other emerging market economies, 
although a concern is how effectively the relief measures have been implemented by 
the various government departments that oversee them. The package does, however, 
unambiguously place an increased strain on South Africa’s already fragile fiscus, and 

4 The South African government has established a staged system to ease the lockdown based  
 on 5 levels, where level 5 is a complete national lockdown, and level 1 is ‘business as usual’ with  
 basic hygiene precautions.
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existing projections are that the budget deficit will double. 

Together with a predicted growth contraction of more than 7 per cent, the macroeconomic 
impact of the pandemic is expected to be severe. The full public health, social and 
economic impacts of the pandemic depend on existing interventions, future policy 
support, the progression of the pandemic, and what medical science can deliver in terms 
of treatment and vaccines. Yet critical policy decisions will have to be made in the face of 
this uncertainty. The relaxation of  lockdown measures should mitigate the socio-economic 
impact of the pandemic; but what is clear is that critical elements of economic activity 
– such as international tourism, sporting and cultural/arts events, and generally the full 
operation of many sectors of the economy – will still experience constraints. Besides, the 
loss of jobs and lower levels of aggregate demand in the broader economy will continue to 
undermine South Africa’s supply side. 

Going forward, some of  the lessons that arise from this experience pertain to the 
management of restrictions to manage a pandemic of this nature. In this regard a simple 
framework can assist thinking through the optimal trajectory of a risk-adjusted lockdown 
policy5 . The policymaker’s goal is to limit the increase in infections while also allowing 
as much economic activity to resume as soon as possible. Three main components are 
possible to control: 

1. The number of people under lockdown,
2. The effectiveness of the lockdown (enforcement), and
3. The composition of the groups of people allowed to move about (reopening). 

Decisions about (1) must be based on where the country is on the infection curve and take 
into account the gradient of the fatality rate, which differs by age group and underlying 
frailty, but also evolves over time depending on the capacity of the health system. Decisions 
about  (2) are a function of both explicit policing, which comes with its own risks and 
costs, and implicit policing, which depends on the strength of social cohesion and personal 
discipline. Decisions about (3), the composition of those groups who are phased back 
into the economy, can be informed by existing occupational and industry data. The aim 
is to maximise the safety of the  number and combination of people who can go back to 
work, by identifying those groups in the population in which the risk of infection is lowest 
against those most important for economic sustainability and survival. 

5  Refer Annexure 1: The Economics of COVID-19 in South Africa: Early Impressions
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Social psychology of a pandemic

The fundamental lesson of social psychology – which has been highlighted in other parts 
of the world – is that success in managing a crisis of the magnitude of the COVID-19 
pandemic depends on two critical factors: firstly, the extent to which the leadership of 
society enjoys the confidence of the population and, secondly, the capacity of state and 
other institutions to implement the interventions intended to contain and ameliorate the 
crisis. The evolution of this dynamic in the six months of South Africa’s experience (from 
March to September 2020) demonstrates this truism in very stark terms. 

While it would be difficult to vouch for the reliability of various opinion surveys conducted 
in this period, there were common trends among most of them.

According to a survey conducted by the University of Johannesburg (UJ) and the Human 
Sciences Research Council (HSRC)6 , government – particularly the President and the 
Minister of Health – enjoyed the unprecedented confidence of the population during the 
early days of  interventions. Ipsos also found that South Africans  were confident that the 
government was effectively addressing the threat posed by the spread of the coronavirus, 
even as the lockdown forced millions to isolate themselves 7. However, increased polarisation 
and waning willingness to follow strict regulations started to play out about two months 
into the lockdown. 

Indeed, the trust in government started to fray as the socio-economic impact of the 
pandemic and the interventions took effect, as communities grew weary of the restrictions, 
as incidents of brutality by security forces were publicised, and as corruption in the 
awarding of some of the tenders was exposed.  The sense of cohesion and mutual solidarity 
was negatively affected. Confidence in the performance of the President, which fell by 24 
percentage points over this period,  illustrates this trend. The response from  all sections 
of the leadership – political, business, trade union and other civil society bodies, as well 
as traditional leaders and healers –has been critical as the situation has unfolded. At the 
same time, the situation lent itself to varying responses by political players, and the three 
major political parties started to locate themselves differently on the continuum between 
‘saving lives’ and ‘preserving livelihoods’. The African National Congress (ANC) and the 
government sought to find the delicate balance in-between; the Democratic Alliance (DA) 
put greater emphasis on opening up economic activity while the Economic Freedom 
Fighters (EFF) ventured to posit economic collapse as a welcome prospect that would 
undermine white economic domination.     

In other words, there was an initial sense of leadership, cohesion and progress in dealing 

6 HSRC and UJ survey: http://www.hsrc.ac.za/uploads/pageContent/11849/UJ-HSRC%20  
 Covid-19%20Democracy%20Survey%20Summary%20Findings.pdf, accessed 27 August 2020

7 Ipsos survey: https://www.ipsos.com/en-za/online-south-africans-have-more-confidence-gov 
 ernment-business-when-it-come-covid-19-0
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with COVID-19, although the efforts were also seen as an exaggerated response and as 
a diversion from critical socio-economic challenges. The UJ and HSRC survey found 
that during the hard lockdown (level 5) a significant majority (78 per cent) of the adult 
public were willing to sacrifice some freedoms to play their part in curbing the spread of 
COVID-19. As the months went by, frustration and anger intensified. 

According to the South African Depression and Anxiety Group (SADAG) calls to their 
helpline  doubled less than two months into lockdown and continued to increase (Palm, 
2020). COVID-19 affected people’s livelihoods which has contributed to depression and 
anxiety. This includes people grappling with lack of food, housing and job security;  difficult 
home dynamics; gender-based violence and many other aspects of their lives (Msomi, 
2020). Furthermore, people have also had to deal with testing positive for Covid-19 and 
having to isolate; a fear of infecting others as well as the stigma surrounding testing positive 
, the burden of loss of loved ones under severe restrictions, thus impacting on the rituals 
associated with mourning and so forth.

The gains made in the initial stages of the lockdown seemed to be slipping as the numbers 
shot up and issues of food security worsened, aggravated by the massive general disruption 
of economic and social life.  The danger of negative socio-psychological dynamics playing 
out started to increase - social unrest, helplessness, irrational beliefs, political opportunism, 
defiance and so on. Though this seemed to be increasing, the state – working with social 
partners – seems to have managed the situation well enough to prevent a social conflagration. 
Communication, reassurance, acknowledgement of weaknesses and a strategy of gradual 
risk-adjustment seem to have contained the most negative social dynamics. 

South Africa  entered the warmer months with a decreasing number of cases and deaths, 
relaxed lockdown regulations and physical-distancing fatigue. From the point of view of 
social psychology, as shown in the northern hemisphere climes, this combination is bound 
to result in greater social interaction and temptations to ignore the non-pharmaceutical 
interventions. Behavioural changes and other non-pharmaceutical interventions are crucial 
as regulations are relaxed, businesses reopen and people share more spaces once again. 
As seen in Europe and North America, new surges are easily generated, leading to the 
inevitable reintroduction of hard lockdowns. In many countries, such as Germany, the 
UK, Spain, Australia and France, this has resulted in unrest, with the possibility of state 
authorities losing control of the situation.
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Towards Effective Societal And 
Public Health Interventions
 

Despite rapid, decisive action from the Government of South Africa, COVID-19 still 
poses a significant threat to the country: 
•	 It	is	a	highly	contagious	public	health	risk	amplified	by	a	large	population	with	high	

prevalence of co-morbidity factors, crowded living conditions in informal settlements, 
and a healthcare system unlikely to cope with an increased influx of patients (186 
hospital beds per 100,000 population).

•	 In	 addition,	 it	 presents	 an	 economic	 risk,	 disproportionately	 impacting	 low-income	
and vulnerable populations. To minimise the spread of the virus and support vulnerable 
populations, policymakers need to deploy public health and social protection policies in 
parallel and in a coordinated fashion, leveraging partnerships with civil society. A data-
driven approach will help ensure that policies are 1) effective for the target populations 
and 2) responsive to the country’s evolving needs.

In this regard, one of the most critical lessons from the experience of the first six months 
of the pandemic is that data-based decision-making is important given the uncertain and 
fast-moving nature of COVID-19. Data provides critical information on outbreaks of 
the virus and infected populations; in addition, data can provide a real-time snapshot on 
the state of policy implementation, the behaviour of specific groups, and knowledge of or 
attitudes towards  COVID-19. This data can be immediately analysed to derive insights 
that will improve the effectiveness and appropriateness of the government’s response.
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   Decision(s)

Directing resources to 
increase healthcare 
system capacity 

Designing interventions/ 
preventative measures 
based on knowledge, 
attitude and practice 
(behavioural change 
communications 
campaigns’ effect on 
physical distancing, hand 
washing, etc.) 
Identify optimal unit(s) for 
physical distancing

Targeting cash and in-kind 
assistance; provision of 
hand washing facilities

Allocation of medical 
resources

   Data

Data on the geographical 
distribution of 
COVID cases and the 
corresponding number 
of tests performed; local 
hospital capacity
Data on the geographical 
distribution of vulnerable 
populations at high risk 
of severe illness due to 
COVID

Data on people’s 
knowledge, attitudes 
and practices relating to 
COVID and preventative 
measures (e.g. physical 
distancing) including 
misinformation

Data on geographical 
distribution of poverty 
and informality
Data on the economic 
impact of the pandemic, 
e.g. unemployment, food 
shortages or increase in 
food prices

Data on health facility 
staff, equipment, and 
stock levels, relative to 
numbers of COVID cases

   Mode of data collection

Existing monitoring/
communication system in 
health system
Existing data (e.g. Gauteng 
City Region Observatory 
datasets)

Phone survey
Existing data (e.g. Gauteng 
City Region Observatory 
datasets)
Phone survey
Existing monitoring/
communication system 
in health system; phone 
survey

Table 1: Using data to inform COVID-19 policies 

Source: Magongo et al., 2020
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Behavioural changes 
in communities
It is important, with every step of the interventions, to be cognisant of South Africa’s ‘two 
nations’: a one-size-fits-all approach to managing COVID-19 in the country would be a 
recipe for disaster. Central in this regard should be a well-thought-out plan for vulnerable, 
lower income communities, which are in the majority and  live in environments where 
there are no resources to easily comply with various guidelines and regulations. Without 
a vaccine, continuous behaviour change activities are critical to preventing the spread of 
COVID-19 and reducing stress on the health system. 

While the stringent levels of lockdown allowed the health system to better prepare itself, 
and to increase public education on how to limit transmission and prevent infections, 
environments should be designed to make it easier for people to follow prevention strategies 
and to adhere to prevention measures.

The blunt spatial inequality in South Africa presents a unique challenge for public health 
officials. Public health strategies that may have worked well in East Asia and Europe 
needed to be adjusted for the townships and informal settlements where 5.4 million South 
Africans live. For example, while in Europe and East Asia, the predominant cohort unit 
is the household, in South African informal settlements it might encompass a compound, 
a street, a block or even a district. An enabling environment needs to be created for 
community compliance to be realised. ‘Nudging’8  is a way of redesigning environments 
(also known as modifying choice architecture), which assists in the process of helping 
people to align immediate choices with what they have rationally decided to do but may 
be finding difficult to remember and act on.

Behavioural scientists report that nudges are subtle and do not involve outright persuasion, 
bans or legislative regulation. They say that, paradoxically, people should be able to avoid 
a nudge easily. Examples of nudges in the pandemic would be the placement of large 
pictures of the coronavirus throughout public toilets to encourage hand washing, placing 
alcohol-based hand sanitisers where they are visible and  markers on the floor to assist with 
physical distancing. Nudging is essentially about creating enabling environments to help 
change behaviour.  

Furthermore, Tomlinson and Young (2020) have described ways in which behavioural 
changes can be encouraged. They state that one way to improve adherence is through 
door-to-door outreach. As of May 2020, most of the outreach that was happening was 
about testing. However, there were reports that increasing numbers of people were refusing 
testing (as high as 30 per cent in Soweto), because they feared being forced to self-isolate.  
Tomlinson and Young (2020) argue that community health workers, a ubiquitous and 

8 The concept of ‘nudge’ was popularised by Nobel Laureate Richard Thaler and his colleague  
 Cass Sunstein in their 2008 book Nudge: Improving decisions about health, wealth,   
 and happiness, New Haven: Yale University Press.
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well-respected workforce, would be better deployed going door-to-door to hand out 
masks, educate households about hand-washing, find ways to protect elderly family 
members to build the trust necessary for that people to seek out testing voluntarily. They 
also caution against the use of coercion and military and police overreach. The more people 
are threatened and coerced as a way of trying to get them to comply, the more likely they 
are to feel that their trust in the government and the government’s trust in them has been 
breached. Paradoxically, what then happens is that people’s willingness to follow directives 
is drastically reduced. 

Healthcare system
The initial, strict lockdown regulations in South Africa provided the health sector with 
time to prepare the health system for an exponential increase in COVID-19 cases. This 
time was used to ramp up widespread testing, erect field hospitals, re-purpose buildings 
and develop plans for relocating hospital patients while globally-scarce personal protection 
equipment was being procured. Some hospitals even converted spare basement parking 
space into standby mortuaries – and ordered in extra stocks of body bags. 

Lessons from the successful containment of epidemics in Africa, such as Ebola in Nigeria, 
underline that existing health services are maintained (Umukoro, 2019). In South Africa 
this would include HIV testing and treatment, immunisation programmes and TB and 
chronic disease management. This helps to ensure that the most vulnerable members of 
the most vulnerable communities are protected from severe complications of COVID-19. 
However, it has been reported that the COVID-19 level 5 restrictions resulted in an 
approximately 48 per cent average weekly decrease in TB testing volumes while, the number 
of TB positive declined by 33 per cent (NICD, 2020). These unintended consequences 
had a negative impact on efforts to control TB which remains the leading cause of death 
from infectious diseases in South Africa.

The primary cause of   reductions in TB testing numbers are restrictions which limit 
movement and thereby access to services. During level 5 of lockdown public transport 
was severely limited. Individual motivation to seek care is another factor;  in the face 
of restrictions,  it is possible that only those with advanced TB would seek care. This 
may explain the increase in TB positivity during the lockdown period. In addition, fear 
of catching COVID-19 influenced individual choices about whether to go to medical 
facilities. The implications of undiagnosed TB are serious and will compromise past 
successes in reducing the burden and mortality associated with TB and DR-TB (NICD, 
2020). As both TB and COVID-19 share similar clinical presentation (cough, fever, 
shortness of breath, etc.) and are transmitted through respiratory droplets and aerosols, a 
combined strategy needs to be applied. 

Additional areas that require attention include the procurement of medical products, and 
the provision of reliable, accessible and timely information on COVID-19:
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Medical products, vaccines and technologies 
(research and development)

When it comes to containing the COVID-19 crisis, testing is key for diagnosing and 
tracking the epidemic. It is the only way to uncover just how many people have been 
infected or could infect others. Despite the  crucial role of testing, rates of testing for SARS-
CoV-2 infection have varied between and within countries. For example, testing rates (per 
1,000 people) ranged from 251.44 in Iceland to 26.69 in India in August 2020. In South 
Africa, as of 24 August 2020, the testing rate was 60.09. The high demand globally for 
molecular assays (known as PCR) to identify infectious cases led to a shortage of samples 
and of the kits required in laboratories. This was a result of several factors, including timing, 
logistics, and the complexity of collecting samples, obtaining raw materials and equipment 
for testing, and having the expertise to do the tests accurately.

A key challenge faced by laboratories in South Africa and elsewhere is that most of our 
diagnostic infrastructure requires the use of proprietary test materials – including reagents, 
consumables and cartridges (Tomlinson, 2020). This largely prevents laboratories from 
making their own test materials or procuring test materials from sources other than the 
diagnostic machine’s manufacturer. South Africa’s National Health Laboratory Service 
(NHLS) has used diagnostic machines produced by several companies to diagnose 
COVID-19. But the country faced challenges in securing an adequate supply of reagents 
and consumables for running these tests. The NHLS also indicated that it would increase 
its use of the company Cepheid’s GeneXpert machines for testing as test cartridges become 
available. Yet  South Africa struggled to access adequate COVID-19 test cartridges from 
Cepheid as daily case numbers increased, despite being the first country to broadly roll out 
GeneXpert diagnostic machines and having been a crucial location for the trialling of the 
machines. 

COVID-19 has brought to light the need to build research capacity, not only in South 
Africa, but in Africa at large. Building this capacity and creating an enabling environment 
for African scientists should be a priority. Further, COVID-19 is providing an opportunity 
for African scientists to participate in the world-wide search for a vaccine and for more 
efficient, accessible and scalable test kits and they should take advantage of this opportunity. 
Clinical trials are being conducted in South Africa and are contributing to  important 
global data on the efficiency of the vaccines. South African scientists are part of the teams 
heading these clinical trials and ensuring that there is participation from the continent. 
These are the Johnson & Johnson, Oxford and Novavax trials, with the latter being funded 
by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. However, the country and  the continent at 
large should get to a point where the vaccines tested are developed locally. In addition, 
once  medical technologies and/ or vaccines and treatments have been developed, they 
need to be able to reach the people who need them – in time and reliably.
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Reliable, accessible and 
timely information

It is crucial in a pandemic to have a well-functioning health information system that 
ensures the production, analysis, dissemination and use of reliable and timely information 
on health determinants, and on health systems’ performances . In a country with varied 
literacy levels and 11 official languages, it is important to ensure that information is 
accessible to all population groups. Not only does this ensure a citizenry well-informed 
about disease-prevention, it is also useful for curbing discrimination and stigma around 
people who contract COVID-19.

Communication from health authorities and scientists has been clear and factual, providing 
up-to-date information about the virus, and outlining what can be done to stop or minimise 
transmission.  When there is trust in government there is a greater likelihood of people 
adopting recommendations. Linked to this is the importance of open communication and 
acknowledging uncertainty. It is now widely acknowledged that Singapore’s experience 
and success during the 2002-2003 SARS epidemic was due in large part to transparency 
in communication. The Singapore government at the time of that epidemic was able to 
build confidence and trust with transparent  communications that fully acknowledged 
uncertainty, thus allowing policy shifts and changes as the epidemic evolved. 

During the 2014 Ebola crisis, mobile social media campaigns were implemented in Liberia 
and Nigeria to provide public health messaging. While the use of social media significantly 
reduced the spread of Ebola in Nigeria by 75 per cent, it was not as effective in reducing 
the spread in Liberia because of the persistence of misinformation and the mistrust of 
government messages. Furthermore, analysis of the Ebola virus disease outbreak in 
Guinea found that ineffective communications at multiple levels not only contributed to 
heightened feelings of confusion, stigma and fear but it also exacerbated existing levels of 
distrust and scepticism among local communities toward the medical fraternity and the 
government.

With  various changes in lockdown regulations the provision of information needs to be 
even clearer and more effective.  According to Mendy et al. (2020), the following points 
should be part of good messaging in  a crisis like a pandemic:

1. People’s information needs evolve in a crisis. So should the messaging. Different 
forms of information can help listeners to stay safe, cope mentally, and connect to a 
deeper sense of purpose and stability.

2. Communicate clearly, simply, frequently. A crisis limits people’s capacity to absorb 
information in the early days. Focus on keeping listeners safe and healthy. Then 
repeat, repeat, repeat.

3. Choose frankness over charisma. Trust is never more important than in a crisis. Be 
honest about where things stand; don’t be afraid to show vulnerability; and maintain 
transparency to build loyalty and lead more effectively.

4. Revitalise resilience. As the health crisis metastasizes into an economic crisis, 
accentuate the positive and strengthen communal bonds to restore confidence.
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5. Distil meaning from chaos. The crisis will end. Help people make sense of all that 
has happened. Establish a clear vision, or mantra, for how the country and its people 
will emerge.

Legitimacy and capacity of general 
societal leadership

The responses of the population to the interventions within South Africa’s ‘two nations’ 
have been influenced by both objective conditions and subjective factors, as well as by the 
country’s health information system.  Related to this is the conduct of state entities which 
ensure the effectiveness or lack thereof of the interventions.  

Internationally there is widespread agreement that a broad-based economic stimulus is 
critical to mitigate the effects of the crisis and bolster expectations of economic recovery 
(IMF, 2020). In this regard the South African government announced a relatively large 
fiscal response, while the South African Reserve Bank (SARB) instituted a number of 
policy interventions to stabilise the bond market and ensure liquidity in the financial 
market. These included: firstly, reducing the repo rate by 225 basis points early in 2020 
into April. Secondly, as a result of liquidity strains appearing in various markets by mid-
March, the SARB implemented a number of measures to address liquidity demands in the 
economy. These include: 
•	 holding	repos	auctions	on	a	daily	rather	than	weekly	basis,	and	offering	repos	for	

longer timeframes than the usual overnight period, 
•	 adjusting	the	Standing	Facility	borrowing	and	lending	rates	downwards	to	improve	

the supply of liquidity in interbank markets and to discourage cash hoarding by 
individual banks, and 

•	 expanding	SARBs	monetary	policy	portfolio	by	purchasing	government	bonds	on	
the secondary market, to stabilise the market and to inject new cash into the financial 
system (SARB, 2020). 

Thirdly, the Reserve Bank reduced the banks’ Liquidity Coverage Ratio from 100 to 80 per 
cent. This move allows banks to hold less near-cash assets to cover a liquidity stress scenario 
which, in theory, should allow banks to increase lending.

Furthermore, a R500 billion stimulus package, targeted at supporting  households and 
businesses, was announced by the South African government. R20 billion of this was 
earmarked for additional health support; another R20 billion was allocated to assist 
municipalities with the provision of basic services and R50 billion was to be given directly 
vulnerable households by temporarily increasing government grants and introducing a 
grant for the unemployed. For those in low-wage formal sector employment, R40 billion 
was set aside for wage subsidies to be transferred through the tax system, while an additional 
R100 billion is due to be spent on job creation and protection. The rest of the spending 
was said to be aimed at businesses, particularly Small, Medium and Micro Enterprises 
(SMMEs), through credit guarantees, tax relief and direct support.
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Amidst incidences of corruption in public procurement processes, the South African 
government and its social partners succeeded nevertheless in acquiring and utilising 
personal protective equipment (PPE). In addition they provided the infrastructure 
necessary for communities, and educational and health facilities to have at least the bare 
minimum of requirements to prevent or contain the spread of the virus. In the heat of the 
processes, the system seemed inept and disorganised and many cases of corruption were 
later exposed. However, although there may have been elements of these weaknesses, sheer 
effort, pressure from civil society, and co-operation among social partners all contributed 
to minimum standards largely being met.

Some of the contracts awarded under the R500 billion stimulus package allocated for a 
response to the pandemic are being probed by the Special Investigative Unit (SIU) after 
allegations of corruption in  PPE procurement processes. The state of disaster and lockdown 
regulations allowed for guided emergency spending by government departments which 
could deviate from standard procurement processes. This was in the midst of reported 
insufficient and inappropriate PPE being provided and used by frontline healthcare 
workers, leaving them vulnerable to infection. These allegations of corruption  contributed 
to much erosion of trust in the government. 
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Covid-19 and Its Political 
Economy  Impact 

COVID-19 has had a major adverse economic impact on South Africa and the rest of the world. 
The IMF (2020) states that the pandemic has already begun to roll-back the global gains made 
from the 1990s in reversing extreme poverty. This then places the political economies of developing 
countries under severe strain and risk. Social inequality, within and between nations, has emerged 
in even bolder relief: the poorest in society face reduced access to basic social services such as 
education and health, precariousness of employment, maldistribution of skills and infrastructure 
for the technological age, limited access to buffers of income and assets to survive lockdowns and 
tanking economies.

The economic conditions in South Africa are no different – in fact, the country’s political economy 
has many of the hallmarks of a ‘poster-child’ of unsustainable social relations: high levels of poverty 
and inequality. 

South Africa entered 2020, and the COVID-19 crisis, on the back of weak economic growth, 
having experienced a technical recession in the final two quarters of 2019. Growth declined by 
0.8 per cent in the third quarter of 2019 and by 1.4 per cent in quarter 4 (Stats SA, 2019a; Stats 
SA, 2019b). Analysis indicates that a confluence of multiple factors fed into this weak economic 
performance, including: network industry failures – particularly constraints in electricity supply: 
low business confidence and fixed investment spending: declining consumer demand: further 
deterioration of the financial condition of State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) : policy inertia and 
the slow implementation of proposed ‘structural reforms’ (BER, 2020; National Treasury, 2020). 

These weak fundamentals are unlikely to disappear in the near term. Indeed, in some cases these 
economic fundamentals may worsen, thus adversely affecting the economy’s ability to absorb the 
negative impacts of the pandemic and the health interventions, as well as prevent a quick recovery 
from the predicted recession. Based on a ‘business as usual’ scenario which posits the absence 
of COVID-19 and interventions to address SA’s weak fundamentals, the Applied Development 
Research Solutions (ADRS, 2020) projected that the country’s average GDP growth rate would 
be 1.9 per cent, with an unemployment rate of 27.4 per cent and a poverty rate of 34.2 per cent 
for the 2020 to 2030 decade. As elaborated later, the ADRS also posits a model that, it argues, 
could dramatically improve the performance of South Africa’s political economy in the period 
leading up to 20309. 

9  Annexure 2: COVID-19 and South Africa’s future economic outlook
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Looking at Table 2 below, a simple average of the predictions of core forecasts, the 
economic contraction of the GDP in 2020 was expected to be around minus 6.86 per 
cent, with lower and upper forecast bounds of -5.8 and -11.5 per cent, respectively. This is 
a substantial revision of pre-COVID-19 growth forecasts, which already pointed to tepid 
growth in 2020. Furthermore, as in the case of the IMF global forecasts, the expected 
magnitude of the downturn is substantially larger than what the country experienced in 
2009 from the global financial crisis when South Africa experienced a 1.5 per cent growth 
contraction.

Pre-crisis forecast    

Treasury Budget 2020 26-Feb 0.6 0.9 1.3

Current forecasts    

Treasury  24 June 0.2 -7.2 2.6
HSBC 2-Apr 0.2 -6.7 4.0
BER 28-Apr -- -9.5 3.0
SARB 14-Apr 0.2 -8.2 3.9
IMF 15-Apr 0.2 -5.8 4.0
OECD 16-Sept 0.2 -11.5 1.4
Average 25-Sept 0.27 -6.86 2.89

Source Date of 
forecast 2020 

GDP growth

2019a 2020f 2021f

 Source: IMF (2020); HSBC (2020); SARB (2020a, b); BER (2020b); National Treasury (2020) 

Notes: 
1. Real GDP growth and employment projections refer to year-on-year percentage changes. 2. For BSA estimates, the 

range of GDP growth estimates vary according to the severity of the impacts of the crisis. BER estimates take into 
account the Covid-19 stimulus package. 

3. ‘a’ and ‘f ’ denote actual and forecast, respectively.
4. National Treasury Supplementary budget (June 2020) explains that this is a conservative view. 
5. Over the past four months, most of the data has been revised downwards as the pandemic’s impact is better understood
6. The average for 2019 is calculated according to a total of the 5 forecasts stated in the table.

Following the recession current local forecasts predict an average  recovery of 3.8 per cent 
in 2021, and the recovery is likely to be protracted over the long-term. In the June 2020 
Supplementary Budget Review, National Treasury predicted a 2.6 per cent recovery in 
2021, decreasing to 1.5 per cent in 2022 and 2023 (National Treasury, 2020). In July, the 
SARB expected the economy to shrink by 7.3 per cent in 2020, but its September forecast 

Table 2: GDP Growth Projections for South Africa, 2020-2021
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revised this up by almost a percentage point (0.9 per cent) to 8.2 per cent. The central 
bank’s forecasted growth for 2021 is more optimistic, and closer to the HSBC’s and IMF’s, 
and almost double that of the National Treasury. SARB and National Treasury’s forecasts 
are more comparable for 2022 at 2.6 per cent and 1.5 per cent respectively. 

Expected fiscal revenue losses, resulting from the virus and the measures taken to curb it, 
will total around R285-billion in 2020. The fiscal deficit is expected to total 12 per cent 
of GDP, while the debt-to-GDP ratio is expected to climb to above 81 per cent in 2021. 
This will put a further strain on South Africa’s public finances. It will also raise the cost of 
borrowing for South Africa.

Two important points emerge from this forecast, which are qualitatively consistent with 
the forecasts from the IMF, HSBC, SARB, BER and National Treasury, as reflected in 
Table 3 above. First, it is clear that these organisations are not anticipating a v-shaped, 
or rapid, recovery. This is supported by the BER which alludes to the weak economic 
fundamentals that precipitated the technical recession towards the end of 2019, stating 
that these remain, and are thus likely to slow the recovery of the economy (BER, 2020a). 
In addition, and true to form, electricity supplier Eskom was unable to provide adequate 
power as the economy started to emerge from hard lockdown – and there does not seem to 
be any serious urgency to deal with this challenge. Second, and relatedly, at these growth 
rates the South African economy is expected to only reach 2019 quarter 4 GDP levels 
near the end of 2023. After the 2008-2009 financial crisis, pre-crisis GDP levels were 
reached by 2010 – a swifter recovery than the one predicted in this case. Importantly, 
these projections will need to be updated as the epidemic evolves, and details of the scale, 
intensity, length and all-round impact of the lockdowns become clearer.

Significant employment losses
The negative economic shock resulting from COVID-19 is expected to have substantial 
adverse employment effects. Given the high degree of uncertainty, employment projections 
vary widely. In the first quarter of 2020, Statistics South Africa reported that 380 000 
jobs were lost (Stats SA, 2020c). Most of the jobs lost were recorded in the formal sector 
(50,000) and in agriculture (21,000). 

Projections on job losses are probably even less certain than those for GDP given the varied 
determinants of labour demand and its heterogeneity across time, and the way that growth-
employment elasticities will vary based on sectoral linkages, policy shocks and so forth. 
Keeping this is mind, projections from the HSBC point to over a million jobs being lost in 
South Africa in 2020, with the number of unemployed rising toward 8 million individuals, 
and the unemployment rate increasing from 29.1 per cent to approximately 33 per cent 
(HSBC, 2020; Stats SA, 2020). The IMF’s unemployment prediction is comparatively 
higher at 35.3 per cent for 2020, with a marginal decrease to 34.1 per cent in 2021 (IMF, 
2020). 

The BER’s second quarter bulletin initially predicted negative employment growth of 3.9 
per cent in 2020 and 1.7 per cent in 2021 – roughly equivalent to 640,000 and 270,000 
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jobs being lost in 2020 and 2021, respectively (BER, 2020a). By the end of April 2020, 
the BER had revised these to project employment losses of more than 1.4 million by 2021 
(BER, 2020b). The National Treasury predicted negative employment impacts that range 
from 690,000 to 1.8 million (National Treasury, 2020). For comparison, the financial 
crisis resulted in roughly 1 million jobs being lost in South Africa between 2009 and 2010 
after a GDP contraction of 1.5 per cent (Verick, 2012). If the current projections of GDP 
contraction are even remotely correct the negative employment shock is likely to be far 
higher than that experienced during the Great Recession at the turn of the last decade.

Small business and firm impact
Statistics South Africa’s (2020d) first Business Impact Survey of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
published on the 13 April 2020, showed that 85.4 per cent of the (small) businesses 
surveyed reported turnover below the normal average; 46.4 per cent indicated temporary 
closures or paused trading activity; 36.8 per cent reported an expected reduction in the 
size of their work force, while 54 per cent reported that they could not survive between 
one and 3 months. 

Using turnover data gathered through the payment system by the Yoco Small Business 
Index, TIPS’ (2020: 5) calculations reinforce the turnover expectations of small businesses 
as reported in the above-cited first Business Impact Survey by Stats SA. From the 26 of 
March to the 30 April, South Africa was on alert level 5, which is reflected in the lowest 
turnover rates. Within the level 5 weeks of the hard lockdown, small businesses had a 
turnover well below 30 per cent. As the graph below indicates, throughout the lockdown 
turnover levels in the Western Cape were lowest, falling below 20 per cent, and lagging 
at ±10 per cent below Gauteng, Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal provinces where the 
highest COVID-19 infection rates were recorded (TIPS, 2020). Gradual increases are seen 
in turnover as  lockdown levels progress and more trading activities are permitted. This is 
observable in the weeks of 23-29 May when level 4 began; followed by marginally higher 
turnovers from 21-27 June when level 3 was announced, and 26 July to 01 August at level 
3. 
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Figure 13: Small business turnover relative to the first two weeks of 
January, average for week to Saturday through 22 August

Source: TIPS Tracker, September 2020 

Construction (56 per cent) and agriculture, forestry, and fishing (50 per cent) firms expected 
greater job losses in the first two weeks of the lockdown. This year’s first Quarterly Labour 
Force Survey appears to confirm these expectations. Agriculture shed 21,000 jobs; the 
finance sector lost 55,000; services sector shed 33,000 and the transport sector dropped 
17,000 jobs (Stats SA, 2020c). Given that these were expected and recorded losses prior to 
any government intervention, it will be important , to analyse the impact that the country’s 
large stimulus package had on mitigating revenue and job losses. Figure 14 below indicates 
the impact of  COVID-19 lockdown levels 5 and 4 on trading status by sector, as reflected 
by Stats SA’s Business Impact Survey 2 and 3 respectively. Corresponding to the relaxation 
in trade limitation, the results below show increased activity and reduced expectations of 
lowered turnovers and cessations or pauses in trading activity (Stats SA, 2020d).
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Figure 14: Trading status of businesses (cumulative % shown on horizontal axis) 
by sector for periods 14-30 April 2020 (Business impact survey 2) and 01-30 May 
(Business impact survey 3)

Source: Stats SA: Business impact survey 3 of the COVID-19 pandemic in South Africa, reference period 
1 – 30 May 2020.
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Figure 15: Electricity sent out in GWh, weekly, 24 March to 17 August, and 
percentage difference from the same week in 2019

Source: TIPS TRACKER: The economy and the pandemic, 10 August – 23 August 2020.

Various sectors and segments of the economy were impacted differently by the pandemic 
and state interventions: 
•	 Mining	contracted	by	21	per	cent	in	the	first	quarter	of	2020,	50	per	cent	in	April,	

30 per cent in May and 15 per cent in June. 
•	 Vehicle	sector	declined	by	about	90	per	cent	during	the	hard	lockdown,	31	per	cent	

in June and was  showing some improvements into August.
•	 Agriculture	was	the	outlier,	given		favourable	weather	and	the	fact	that	it	was	mostly	

allowed to operate during  lockdown, showing a growth of 27 per cent during the 
first quarter, and expected to even hit 10 per cent year-on-year in 2020.

The tourism industry was hit the hardest, suffering extreme revenue losses. As shown in 
the TIPS (2020: 16) diagram below, total revenue recorded for June 2019 was 46 per cent 
compared to 4 per cent for the same period in 2020. The move to level 1 was expected 
to assist the sector’s rebound, given the opening up of international flights in time for the 
country’s summer period. 

Some major trends over six months
The all-round impact of the lockdown can be ascertained in electricity usage, with massive 
declines and a subsequent steady recovery as the lockdown was relaxed. Eskom sent out 
between 2.1 to 27.8 per cent less electricity than in 2019 during lockdown at all  alert 
levels, and particularly higher during level 5 as illustrated by Weeks 23-29 March through 
to 27-03 May 2020 (TIPS, 2020: 7). The least amount of electricity used was in week 06-
12 April of level 5, with the highest use recorded in June. 
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Figure 16: Accommodation industry revenue in millions of constant rand (a) and 
percentage occupancy, January to June 2020 compared to 2019

Source: TIPS TRACKER: The economy and the pandemic, 10 August – 23 August 2020.
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South Africa within the 
global economic impact
Within a global context of the most severe global recession since the Great Depression 
(IMF, 2020) of the 1930s, South Africa’s growth and development depends on the 
country’s ability to address and surpass the above-stated weak domestic fundamentals. The 
IMF’s April 2020 World Economic Outlook (WEO) predicted a contraction of 3 per cent 
in the global economy for 2020. Given that COVID-19 has had a worse impact on global 
economic activity than expected, the IMF revised is global growth forecast in June. Global 
economic growth is now projected at minus 4.9 per cent, which is 1.9 percentage points 
higher than the April 2020 projection. It is worth noting that the downturn is expected 
to be more severe in advanced economies relative to emerging markets and developing 
economies – with a projected contraction in output of minus 8.0 per cent and minus 3.0 
per cent in 2020 (IMF, 2020a). The IMF’s April World Economic Outlook report forecast 
had been 6.1 and 1 per cent, respectively. 

However, there is a substantial degree of heterogeneity in the expected downturn across the 
grouping of emerging markets and developing countries. In Asia, for example, aggregate 
predictions are for radically reduced economic activity, but not negative growth rates. In 
contrast, other developing country regional groups are all predicted to experience negative 
growth rates, with the downturns most acute in the emerging and developing parts of 
Europe, projected at minus 5.2 per cent in April and marginally revised to minus 5.8 per 
cent in June. The Latin American and Caribbean region was projected to experience minus 
5.2 in April with a significant revision of minus 9.4 per cent. While negative, the predicted 
downturns in the Middle East and Central Asian region (-2.8) and among Sub-Saharan 
African countries (-1.6) are significantly lower on average. While emerging markets are 
only expected to experience a minus 1 per cent contraction (influenced positively by Asian 
countries), relative to a global contraction of minus 3 per cent, the forecast for South 
Africa in 2020 is significantly higher than these average estimates, and notably similar to 
Mexico, Brazil and Russia – if not higher. 

The IMF modelling, notably, expects a relatively fast recovery in the global economy for 
2021, with above-trend growth rates. In total the global economy is expected to grow by 
5.8 per cent in 2021, while advanced economies, and emerging markets and developing 
economies, are expected to grow by 4.5 and 6.6 per cent, respectively. For South Africa, 
this bounce-back is projected to be weaker than that of other emerging market economies, 
although notably higher than Brazil, Mexico and Russia. This predicted recovery was 
contingent on the effects of the pandemic fading in the second half of 2020. Indeed, the 
report makes it clear that these forecasts are characterised by extreme uncertainty and depend 
on a variety of interacting factors, including the trajectory of the pandemic; the intensity 
and efficacy of containment; the extent of supply disruptions; the repercussions of the 
tightening of global financial markets; shifts in spending patterns; changes in behavioural 
patterns; confidence effects and the volatility of commodity prices. Far worse growth 
outcomes are possible, even likely, if lockdown periods are longer and more stringent and 
if developing countries are more severely hit, amidst the tightening of financial conditions 
and the persistence of long-term reductions in employment and production (IMF, 2020).
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Figure 17: Global implications of COVID-19 (for the United States 
of America, European Union, Africa, China and Japan)

Source: Deloitte Scenarios, April 2020

1. Steep but short-lived downturn
Virus dissipates and after sharp 
declines Asia rebounds late 2020/early 
2021; EU and US first half of 2021 & 
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Deloitte posits 3 scenarios

Deloitte posits three scenarios, depending on the trajectory of the pandemic across the 
globe. The first scenario refers to a ‘steep but short-lived downturn’ with the US and EU 
contracting in 2020 by 5 per cent and Africa by 2.1 per cent, as per the World Bank’s forecast 
(Deloitte, 2020: 3). The second one is of a ‘prolonged pandemic and delayed rebound’ 
with the US and EU contracting by 8 per cent and Africa by 5.1 per cent (Deloitte, 2020: 
6). The third and last one aptly titled ‘the worst case scenario’ for its severity, envisages 
recurrent peaks with the US and EU contracting by 10 per cent and Africa by 7 per cent. 
Given the current global trajectory, it appears that scenario 1 can be ruled out, with a 
stronger possibility that scenario 2 is already playing out given the forecast data cited in the 
preceding sections (Deloitte, 2020: 9).
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COVID-19 has slowed down international trade and logistics and financial and commodity 
markets remain volatile, factors that are pivotal for SA’s growth trajectory. Formulating 
a COVID-19 recovery plan requires placing South Africa’s growth within a regional 
framework. It will require promoting export competitiveness and harnessing regional 
growth opportunities.

Political economy constraints 
As stated before, the pandemic has brought sharply to the fore the persistent problem of 
the existence of two economies in South Africa – one poor and mainly black, and one 
rich and mainly white. Income, assets and access to basic services both  have  race, gender, 
age and spatial dimensions. The livelihoods of the poor, the unemployed and those in 
the informal economy and in rural areas are impacted severely not only by the spread 
of the virus, but also by measures implemented to curb its spread. The pandemic has 
also exposed the frailty of South Africa’s health and education infrastructure, especially in 
township and rural areas. COVID-19 also highlights the fractures in South Africa’s political 
economy, particularly in respect of the country’s sluggish, poor and weak implementation 
of economic and social policies meant to promote social justice. For example, if half the 
funding, policy and programmatic actions contained in the 2012 National Development 
Plan (NDP) had been undertaken, South Africa might have been far more able to absorb 
COVID-19 impacts. 

Nonetheless, the COVID-19 moment is a crucial historical moment in which South Africa 
must work with speed to translate political emancipation into economy wellbeing for all. It 
is a historical moment to deepen and accelerate socioeconomic progress, deepen democracy 
and build a more inclusive society. This has been the goal of South Africa’s democratic 
agenda, and is contained it all its major socioeconomic policies, from the Reconstruction 
and Development Programme (RDP) in 1994 to the National Development Plan in 
2012. Achieving these ideals has been hampered by the perennial challenge of effective 
and consistent implementation. 
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Towards Economic 
Reconstruction And Recovery

Basic principles
The deep economic crisis induced by the COVID-19 pandemic, coming on top of the poor 
performance that South Africa has experienced over the past decade – including the three 
quarters of negative economic growth in the past year prior to the pandemic  – underlines 
the social emergency facing South Africa. The fundamental question is whether the leaders 
of South Africa’s social partners (government, labour, business and the community sector) 
fully appreciate the depth of the crisis and are able to rise above sectoral interests to fashion 
a cohesive escape route. Put differently, do these societal leaders feel the heat of the burning 
platform?

The levels of co-operation that have been forged in dealing with COVID-19, and the sense 
of social solidarity that seems to have been stirred, have evolved into multiple and ongoing 
discussions on an economic reconstruction and recovery strategy. Business, labour and the 
governing party have developed drafts of such strategies; and these have informed discussions 
at the National Economic, Development and Labour Council (NEDLAC). It would seem, 
though, that  historical difficulties in developing a common conceptual framework – on 
the basis of which a common strategy could be forged – have persisted. Thus, what emerges 
from these interactions are lists of programmatic actions lacking a cohesive philosophical 
underpinning, or ideational coherence. Perhaps this is understandable, given the chasm of 
social interests that inform the approaches of the social partners.  

Outlined in the rest of this document are some of the critical interventions required 
to launch the country onto a new trajectory of growth and development. Emphasis is 
on infrastructure development followed by a variety of interventions to address social 
inequality pertaining to sectoral focus areas and  funding. Many of these interventions 
are to be found in the drafts that have served before discussions at NEDLAC and the 
government’s synthesis. 

It is however critical to preface this with fundamental, inter-related conceptual principles 
that South African society and its leadership will need to continue debating as  the 
agreements on practical programmes are implemented.
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The first principle relates to  the need to surface the question of what kind of social system 
South Africa seeks to build, in line with injunctions contained in the Constitution. 
There is broad agreement that the country should have a mixed economy in which the 
market plays a central role. Yet, on a global scale, various iterations of such a system find 
expression, and include rapacious, poorly-regulated market systems in which stock markets 
and obscene rewards for the richest ‘1 per cent’ of the population are the defining feature. 
This characterises the Anglo-Saxon model which South Africa inherited from colonialism. 
After the Second World War, there were attempts in Western Europe and especially in the 
Nordic countries to construct welfare states (social democracy) which located markets at 
the centre but combined this with strong mechanisms of redistribution through taxation, 
and a state that provided efficient and effective social services such as education, transport, 
health and other elements of the social wage. 

In Southeast Asia, what came to be known as developmental states emerged, premised on 
export-led industrialisation and a state that forged partnerships with the private sector to 
pursue clear developmental objectives. There are many variants in the continuum between 
these paradigms. (Some may argue for outliers in the form of full-blown ‘commandist’ 
socialist system; but most of these experiments were unable to sustain themselves). 

South Africa cannot wish to extricate itself from the quagmire of pedestrian growth and 
deepening inequality without a clear choice about how it seeks to re-engineer the economic 
structure inherited from colonialism. Part of this re-engineering will have to be a frank 
and candid assessment of not whether or not, but rather the extent to which the current 
neoliberal economic basis can drive an economic rebound that is not only inclusive but 
also resilient. It would seem that a combination of social democracy and developmental 
states is the preferred approach of the government – but this is not necessarily shared by 
the private sector. 

The second. inter-related principle pertains to the identification of the objectives of 
economic and social policy. These, it can be argued, are directly and indirectly articulated 
in the country’s Constitution. At the core of this is what can be characterised as a desire to 
ensure a decent quality of life for all of South Africa’s people. In other words, as outlined 
in the National Development Plan, there should be a minimum standard of living below 
which no South African should sink. This standard of living includes such issues as health 
care, education and skills, social capital and access to opportunity, a basic money-metric 
income (minimum wage) that allows for choices beyond the social wage, spatial dynamics 
that guarantee a dignified life, reasonable income differentials within enterprises and across 
society. Added to these are other measures of a decent life pertaining to safety and security, 
gender equality and the ‘liberal’ freedoms guaranteed in the Bill of Rights. This requires a 
strong, capable and ethical state that plays a critical redistributive role. 

The third principle is about leadership and the role of the state in shepherding society 
towards its desired objectives. A leadership with strategic acumen and visioning capacity  
is required in order to pursue long-term objectives that may not necessarily satiate the 
immediate impulses of each social partner.  Combined with this should be the capacity of  
sectoral leadership to convince its constituency of the need, at times, to forego immediate 
gratification in pursuit of the long-term common good. This is not always possible and in 
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societies as fractured as South Africa, consensus may elude the leadership. In this instance, 
firmness on the part of the state to make and implement choices that are in the national 
interest becomes critical. This is not to argue for dictatorship – for we proceed from the 
premise that the state itself is made up of an elected government with the three arms that 
ensure dispersal of power. Reluctance on the part of the state to exercise leadership when 
social partners are unable to reach consensus results in the lowest common denominator 
and this can prevent the adoption of decisive courses of action. Currently, what is required 
to extricate South Africa out of the COVID-19 quagmire cannot emerge from pedestrian 
mindsets and mollycoddling. 

These principles are fundamental in framing the strategies out of the current crisis, and in 
defining the framework of ongoing discourse. They will, of course, not be easy to attain 
and should develop over time into society’s ‘attitude of mind and way of life’. In the 
sections below, details of some of the practical interventions are outlined, drawing mostly 
on the draft plans developed by the business sector and the governing ANC, with emphasis 
on infrastructure development. The understanding, though, is that in the urgency to act, 
South Africa should continually entrench and apply the basic principles that will make 
long-term success possible. 

Centrality of infrastructure 
development
The post COVID-19 economic recovery must have as one of its key elements the massive 
expansion and modernisation of effective social and economic infrastructure to meet basic 
needs and improve the performance of the economy. The ADRS (2020) proposes that, 
for the country to attain a high rate of growth and development, government and its 
corporations should increase their social and economic investment by 10 per cent annually 
over the next 11 years. 

The expansion, development and improvement of network industries also means the 
development of new and scarce skills, which provides a tremendous education and training 
opportunity for South Africans. Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) 
and Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETA) spending has been criticised for not 
delivering the necessary quantum and depth of skill required for the economy (Business 
for South Africa, 2020a). Part of addressing this urgently should be that SETAs, TVET 
colleges, universities and science councils must formulate a new and scarce skills plan 
for immediate implementation. This will be important for improving labour productivity 
and sector competitiveness. The three elements of this programme should be to meet 
the basic needs of those in the urban and rural areas; to catalyse previously suppressed 
human resource development in those areas; and to modernise, upgrade and maintain 
existing social and economic infrastructure. Structural transformation must also mean the 
productive and sustained inclusion of black people, women and youth in the economy; 
thereby rolling back structural inequality and ensuring that society includes the broad 
spectrum of its people in economic activities.
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The modernisation and expansion of social and economic infrastructure is a strategic and 
immediate social and microeconomic lever for inclusive economic restructuring. It can go 
a long way to pulling in the 3.5 million youth (15-24 years) that are disengaged from both 
work and education. This group is referred to as the ‘not in employment, education or 
training’ (NEETs) youth cohort. A large segment of this unengaged youth is in the coastal 
provinces of KwaZulu-Natal and the Eastern Cape, as well as the landlocked provinces of 
the Northern Cape, Mpumalanga and North-West. The ADRS (2020) proposes that the 
Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP) should be broadened to cover 35 per cent of 
the unskilled-unemployed. 

Water and sanitation

South Africa is expected to face a water deficit of 17 per cent by 2030. While this water 
deficit threatens both the country’s economic growth potential and the wellbeing of its 
citizens, coordinated policy and institutional actions within the water and sanitation sector 
can undo major demand- and supply-side constraints, and catapult economic growth and 
human development. An important aspect of catalysing the water sector’s development 
impetus is unlocking the sluggish uptake and implementation of new policy – the 
National Water and Sanitation Masterplan, launched in 2019. Speed must be achieved 
in the Operation Phakisa accelerator which seeks to address the water sector’s challenges. 

There is also a need to implement measures to increase water availability and prevent 
wastage and intensify supply side measures through the construction of new dams, waste-
water infrastructure as well as inter-catchment and regional transfers. These actions will have 
multiplier effects on the economy (ANC, 2020: 10), including the potential to stimulate 
industrialisation through import substitution, ‘reduction of poverty and inequality; 
improvement in health, including in the fight against COVID-19; enhancing water security, 
and protecting the economy and livelihoods; job preservation as well as job creation; 
promoting sustainability through the circular economy; and financial savings’ (Mudombi 
and Montmasson-Clair, 2020: 6). For example, not only would the estimated three-million 
jobs mostly in the water-dependent agricultural sector be preserved, but importantly, new 
jobs could be created through the stimulation of the local manufacture of pipes, pumps 
and valves, automation and control equipment (Mudombi and Montmasson-Clair, 2020). 
Linked to this is the implementation of programmes for water resource protection such as 
the cleaning of canals, rivers and dams. The country’s overloaded and poorly maintained 
sanitation system has to be massively expanded and maintained. In the short to medium 
term, the following actions are recommended (Mudombi and Montmasson-Clair, 2020):
•	 addressing	non-revenue	water	(NRW),	
•	 investing	in	water	demand	management,	
•	 investing	in	water	and	wastewater	treatment,	and
•	 building	ecological	infrastructure	and	rolling	out	appropriate	sanitation	systems.	

The relevant department(s), provinces and districts and metros must submit a list of 
projects for immediate implementation. They must also detail new policy or amendment 
implications, as well as articulate their institutional, technical and skills needs. Further, 
efforts to strengthen capacity and capabilities within the sector need to be strengthened 
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by investing in new and scarce skills: managers, engineers and planners are required to 
meet current and future demand. This includes the employment and development of a 
new cadre of water technicians, researchers and professionals, many of whom are currently 
marginalised and unemployed. 

Roads programme

A long-term road-building, renewal and maintenance programme aimed at developing 
an efficient, integrated and well-maintained roads network must be launched. While 
new roads have been built in the townships and regional roads have been developed, the 
imperative now is to expand  rural infrastructure, and to upgrade key arterial roads that 
connect communities from gravel to paved roads (ANC, 2020: 10). Business recognises the 
development of urban roads but emphasises the need to complete Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) 
implementation (Business for South Africa, 2020a). The completion of the BRT could 
examine the opportunities for hybrid buses, the most common of which are the hybrid 
diesel-electric hybrids (Suleman, Gaylard, Tshaka and Snyman, 2015: 14). The roads build 
programme can act as an important long-term poverty prevention and reduction strategy, 
designed to target, recruit and develop the skills of the most vulnerable South Africans. It 
must therefore be underpinned by the following key elements:
•	 aligned	to	the	expanded	public	works	programme,
•	 use	of	labour-intensive	methods	of	construction,	and
•	 intentionally	 target	 and	 recruit	 18	 -	 25	 year	 -	 old	NEETs	 (not	 in	 employment,	

education and training), focusing specifically on women and those that live in the 
rural or peri-urban areas, and urban-based and peri-urban based micro and small 
enterprises and cooperatives run by these cohorts. 

Key programmatic actions for the road build programme include the urgent identification 
of critical projects and the allocation of state institutions with the necessary capacity 
to support districts and provinces to ensure they move from concept to execution. In 
addition, there should be exit opportunities for the participants that include further 
education and skills training, market linkages, funding and infrastructure for the SMMEs 
and cooperatives. This can be done through developing an institutional development 
matrix that identifies and links EPWP graduates to sectoral opportunities being pursued 
by development agencies. 

Electricity 

While there is an urgent need to address and finalise Eskom’s operating and capital structure, 
South Africa’s energy transition, guided by supportive industrial policy interventions, 
has the potential to be a key growth and jobs driver. The aim should be to move South 
Africa as rapidly as possible towards a lower-cost, lower-carbon electricity system. This 
would allow the country to restore its low-cost competitive advantage and would promote 
new investment in a range of sectors, economic growth, job creation and rising exports. 
However, this requires a commitment to a just energy transition and the restructuring 
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of Eskom. TIPS (2020: 7) argues that bringing in additional capacity through smaller, 
private producers would take pressure off the utility, giving it an opportunity to address its 
restructuring needs. 

South Africa is progressively making electricity available through clean and modern 
resources such as solar and wind energy. The expansion of these energy sources can be 
executed in a manner that generates positive multipliers for local economies. Job creation 
can be accelerated through the building, operating and maintaining of renewable energy 
plants that are labour intensive, rather than capital intensive. South Africa’s Green 
Economy Accord had aimed to create 300,000 green jobs by 2020. While there may be 
funding constraints, the nascent global ‘green bonds’ and other such funds offer significant 
opportunities. 

Upstream linkages will best be achieved if investment programmes are designed to locate 
the production of wind turbine and solar panel technologies, as well as digital control 
systems. Investments and partnerships should be geared towards ensuring that South 
African firms develop and own renewable energy technologies (ANC, 2020: 11). 

Downstream, as the quantity of green, carbon-free electricity expands, the development 
of new ‘green industries’ should be actively incentivised. For example, renewable energy 
could be used to power electric vehicles for public and private transport (ANC, 2020), 
thereby expanding cleaner modes of transport. Furthermore, hydrogen fuel systems could 
allow ‘green energy’ to be implemented in a wide range of applications.

Public transport, freight 
logistics and aviation

Developing a vibrant post-COVID-19 economy requires the unencumbered movement of  
people between economic hubs and different social amenities such as schools and clinics. 
The COVID-19 moment put an additional strain on workers as taxi fares increased. As 
such, the country needs to build a modern, affordable, integrated, safe, inter-modal and 
reliable post COVID-19 public transportation system. Modernisation and expansion 
of both rail and road are the key actions required – with the interventions necessary to 
formalise the minibus taxi industry. The implementation of Bus Rapid Transport systems 
and Transnet’s Road to Rail strategy should be strengthened and expanded.

The expansion of the capacity of the Saldanha railway, and the integration of the Gautrain 
and other future high-speed rail projects into the Passenger Rail Agency of South Africa 
(PRASA) passenger rail network are imperative projects. The feasibility of the new high-
speed rail projects linking major cities should be determined as a matter of urgency so 
final decisions on implementation can be taken. At the same time, partnership between 
Transnet and PRASA should be strengthened. The establishment of provincial transport 
authorities and the introduction of a single ticketing system should be one of  the key 
pillars of the process to integrate various modes of public transport.
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To address challenges in the freight logistics sector, there is an urgent need to build density 
in the transport system. This should be done through focusing freight flows in select 
corridors by supporting and reinforcing current trends. This would build the backbone of 
the system, while at the same time reduce complexity.

Part of increasing and enhancing South African’s export capacity is the expansion of 
rail and port capacity. The upgrading and maintenance of small harbours can therefore 
contribute significantly to local economic development, support SMMEs and activities 
such as tourism and fishing. The fishing industry is supported by thirteen proclaimed 
fishing harbours and further infrastructural repairs and maintenance are required to ensure 
that these harbours remain functional. Small harbours can serve as local economic nodes, 
and investment in these harbours can strengthen these nodes and expand their socio-
economic impact.

In developing a strategy for the aviation industry post COVID-19, consideration must be 
given to the strategic context of an airline industry underpinned by intense continental 
and international competition. Review, consolidation and synergy development of 
infrastructure and sectoral opportunities are key actions for the sector. For example, the 
state stands to benefit greatly from the strategic use and deployment of its aviation assets 
which are national assets. An added advantage is that the state aviation assets have strong 
synergies that must be harnessed and coordinated to provide an integrated service of 
benefit to the country and the economy. Consolidation could open up opportunities for 
mutually-beneficial partnerships and collaboration between various airlines in different 
parts of the world. 

Human settlements, health and education

Social infrastructure and assets improve access to basic services and provide many multiplier 
effects within the real economy. They can also play a central role in ending apartheid 
spatial planning through densified, integrated urban settlements. Priority in this regard 
should be given to land administration and development of skills in land-related careers. 
Programmes already under way to address high property costs and to accelerate the transfer 
of title deeds should be intensified. 

Critically, the ‘re-blocking’ of informal settlements should be introduced with immediate 
effect, in consultation with affected communities. The ANC (2020: 13) asserts that 
COVID-19 has exposed the disparities in the education system, ranging from access 
to such basic amenities as water and sanitation to class sizes and access to Information 
and Communication Technology (ICT). Recognising the need for upgrading school 
infrastructure in poor communities, the Department of Basic Education implemented 
the Accelerated School Infrastructure Delivery Initiative (ASIDI). It aimed to deliver 
basic infrastructure services: water, sanitation and electricity. Initiatives such as this have 
to be rapidly expanded.  Ideally, this should be combined with employment of educators 
to reduce class sizes (ANC, 2020). Compacting with communities to protect the new 
infrastructure should also be done. 
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Further, the ANC (2020) envisions that improvements in public health infrastructure 
should be made. These improvements should be reinforced by the targeted expansion of 
the personnel cohort at all levels, improved research capacity as well as the establishment of 
a state pharmaceutical company. Greater focus will need to be placed on improving public 
hospitals, as a step towards speedier implementation of National Health Insurance. 

Sectors for priority intervention

Targeted sectoral interventions are necessary for reshaping and rebuilding the South African 
economy in the aftermath of COVID-19. Twelve priority initiatives developed by Business 
for South Africa are detailed hereunder. These initiatives would have the greatest impact on 
economic growth, job creation, and increasing the tax base. They represent 12 actionable 
initiatives across  10 high-impact industrial focus areas which, supported by an optimal 
policy mix,  can result in an increase of R1 trillion to the GDP, create up to 1.5 million 
jobs and increase tax revenues by R100bn per annum. These also strategically align with 
numerous ongoing Strategic Integrated Projects (‘SIPs’) that are part of the infrastructural 
development programme in the Presidency – and thus would minimise the lag in uptake 
and implementation. 

Table 3: Business for South Africa Priority Initiatives  
 
Source: Business for South Africa, 2020a, A new deal for South Africa: delivering an accelerated 
economic recovery strategy. 10 July 2020.  

Strategically, the country needs to ensure linkages between the infrastructure programmes 
in South Africa and the rest of sub-Saharan Africa, and between capacities to manufacture 
a variety of supplies and provide relevant services. In addition, the country and the region 
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need to analyse and take advantage of opportunities arising from current global trends 
in off- shoring and reshoring of production sites. Attached to this is the need, starkly 
demonstrated at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, to shorten and secure supply lines 
and diversify manufacturing sites for strategic products. In pursuing these opportunities, 
account must be taken of the role Special Economic Zones (SEZs) and industrial parks 
can play. These initiatives need to be expanded, informed more by the requirements of the 
actors rather than by onerous bureaucratic imperatives.    

Funding mechanisms and 
financial sector transformation

Fiscal and monetary policies

Government will not have all the resources required for the post-COVID-19 economic 
reconstruction effort. For this reason, social compacts across sectors are called for. 
Accordingly, in addition to funding from the fiscus, which is currently constrained, the 
state should mobilise domestic and global development finance institutions, the private 
sector and impact funders. In addition, there is a need to track domestic and international 
green funds as well as COVID-19 response funds to resource South Africa’s green recovery 
initiatives. It is imperative to strengthen the operation of South African Revenue Service 
to crack down on tax evasion and illicit flows.

Because a large part of these funds will come in the form of debt, there is legitimate concern 
that this will further worsen the country’s debt-to-GDP ratio. The combination of stimulus 
package, infrastructure and sectoral development must deliver near-term high economic 
growth and employment gains. These steps will allow for a stabilisation of the country’s 
finances and, together with regulatory stability in the financial sector, will begin to restore 
domestic confidence. In parallel, South African must in the medium-term manage its debt 
at sustainable levels. In the short-term, though, an expansionary fiscal approach targeted at 
productive activity appears unavoidable. 

Monetary policy serves as an important part of overall macroeconomic policy and must be 
coordinated with fiscal policy, with the aim of supporting economic growth, investment 
and job creation. The COVID-19 crisis has also provided a clear indication of the role 
monetary authorities can play in injecting resources into the economy and in using 
bond purchases to stabilise capital markets and put downward pressure on longer-term 
interest rates. Macroeconomic policy must therefore provide for the sustained, national 
mobilisation of resources for inclusive growth. In addition to traditional fiscal and monetary 
policy instruments, there will be the need for a range of other interventions to improve the 
transformative role of finance in the South African economy. 
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Financial system challenges
A well-functioning financial system is essential for broad-based economic growth and 
development. A financial system should be able to mobilise domestic and foreign resources 
and channel them to investments, mediate between savers and investors to reduce and 
allocate risk, and provide broad access to financial services, including for people on the 
margins of the economy. However, the overall structure of South Africa’s banking system 
is oligopolistic, reflecting the concentration of market power in the five big South African 
banks. 

To advance transformation and in order to address the challenges within South Africa’s 
financial system, including poor access to credit and the need to promote genuine financial 
inclusion, it is proposed that there should be proactive steps taken to increase competition 
in the banking sector. The capacity of the State Bank(s) should be enhanced to ensure that 
they are properly capitalised, governed and able to access different forms of capital. 
Mechanisms,  including regulatory ones,  aimed at unlocking and increasing pension 
fund investments for capitalising developmental projects must be utilised. This should 
also include the mobilisation of the assets of the Government Employees Pension Fund 
(GEPF), to unlock capital for developmental projects. In all such instances, there should be 
reasonable returns for the members of such funds. Consideration must also be given to an 
appropriate role by the SARB, specifically in relation to Development Finance Institutions 
(DFIs). 

Development Finance Institutions 

Development Finance Institutions (DFIs) have an important role to play in correcting 
market failures. The role of DFIs should always be understood from the standpoint of the 
pricing of risk in private financial intermediation. However, DFIs are hindered by access 
to funds at a cost that would enable a developmental interest rate, and the broadening of 
the de-risking ability of the DFIs in funding critical developmental projects. There are key 
actions and proposals necessary for addressing the weaknesses faced by DFIs:
•	 There	is	need	to	address	liquidity	challenges	of	DFIs	urgently	and	directly	by	availing	

necessary funding needs for investment projects they have to fund.
•	 There	is	a	need	to	amend	the	conditions	of	the	liquidity	funding	scheme	between	

the National Treasury, the SARB and commercial banks in order to include DFIs 
being able to access liquidity for projects that they have directly funded.

•	 The	SARB	should	expand	its	sectoral	supply-side	capacity	through	the	creation	of	a	
funding instrument with DFIs for long-term infrastructure investment. This should 
be offered at a developmental yield to maturity, with time horizons that are beyond 
the appetite of funding from private commercial banks. DFIs should be allowed to 
deploy this funding in a manner that de-risks investment projects and provides an 
opportunity for collaboration with private commercial banks using blended financial 
approaches.  

•	 To	 the	 extent	 that	 it	 presents	 constraints,	 Regulation	 28	 of	 the	 Pension	 Fund	
Act should be assessed with a view to increasing access to savings for long-term 
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infrastructure and capital projects. 
•	 The	Public	 Investment	Corporation	 (PIC)	 needs	 to	 be	 engaged	with	 the	 aim	 of	

increasing its capacity to invest in long-term real infrastructure assets from projects 
prepared through DFIs.

Broadening  inclusion 
and tackling structural inequality

The post-COVID-19 economic recovery should seek to broaden participation in the 
economy by black people, especially women and youth. The aim should also be to ensure 
active participation of communities in their own development. This should leverage 
off the infrastructure development projects and opportunities in the priority economic 
sectors. There are numerous programmes currently under way to assist small enterprises, 
including ‘township economy’ projects and the SMME Fund jointly established with the 
private sector. All these need to be operationalised on a mass scale, based on an audit of 
existing interventions as well as alignment and rationalisation of the efforts. A vibrant and 
resilient cooperative sector can also be developed in the retail sector, financial services, 
manufacturing and other areas. 

Changes in  construction and other sectors can be leveraged for the creation of new black-
owned firms, including their take-over so as to take advantage of their assets, technologies 
and expertise. The development of infrastructure creates spaces for the emergence and 
expansion of black-owned companies and opportunities for SMMEs. The changes induced 
by COVID-19 to the location of production sites and the shortening of supply lines present 
new opportunities for the intensification of the Black Industrialists Programme. These 
efforts should be undergirded by reforms in the financial sector, including among DFIs.

There should be a conscious effort in the current phase to ensure that strategies being 
implemented contribute to the tackling of social inequality. Account should be taken of 
the fact that, even during years of high economic growth at the turn of the century with 
declining unemployment and poverty levels, inequality actually worsened.

This underlines the fact that reducing inequality has to be a conscious effort, proceeding 
from the perspective that many indicators of social wellbeing as well as social cohesion 
depend on improved and improving levels of equality. The proposals in various sections 
of this document are made with this understanding in mind. In addition to these, 
interventions such as a minimum wage, smaller income differentials across society, as well 
as spatial configurations and transport policies that eliminate the ‘apartheid tax’ on black 
workers should be implemented.
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African Free Trade Area
The African continent, especially sub-Saharan Africa, is emerging as South Africa’s key 
economic partner. By 2016, close to 30 per cent of South African global exports were 
to African countries – though this is slanted towards the southern and eastern regions 
of the continent. With the rise of protectionism as well as reshoring and COVID-19 
related disruption of global value chains, South Africa needs to place even more emphasis 
on its relations on the continent. Opportunities presented by infrastructure programmes, 
manufactured supplies for these projects, integration into global value chains, and consumer 
demand from the expanding pool of economically active citizens will need to be harnessed 
on a bigger scale. 

South Africa’s post-COVID-19 reconstruction plan should be premised on speeding up 
the implementation of the African Continental Free Trade Area. This should include 
manufacturing capabilities related to public health. 

Is an alternative path with 
better outcomes possible?
It is estimated that the current set of agreements from NEDLAC would result in an average 
annual growth rate of about 3 per cent in the period leading up to 2030. On the other 
hand, many proposals purporting to produce better economic and social outcomes have 
been made in the extensive discourse taking place among economists and civil society 
organisations. 

Based on a thorough modelling exercise, the ADRS presents a six-pillar policy scenario 
that, it argues, would shorten the post-COVID recovery period, raise the annual economic 
growth rate in the coming 10 years to 6.2 per cent on average, reduce the unemployment 
rate to 12.12 per cent, cut the poverty rate by more than half and at the same time reduce 
income inequality. (Refer Annexure 2)
The pillars are: 
•	 Macroeconomy: an expansionary macroeconomic framework with higher 

expenditure on economic and social services, and growth-supportive monetary 
policy 

•	 Social	policy: interventions that include an unemployment grant for those who lost 
their jobs in 2020, as well as increased social grants

•	 Microeconomic	 interventions: policy actions based on the National Treasury 
(2019) proposals to improve the efficiency and competitiveness of the South African 
economy

•	 Trade	and	industrial	policy:	interventions to raise investments in the manufacturing 
sector, increase exports and improve local content all-round

•	 Private	 sector	 activism: more investments arising from the Public Private 
Growth Initiative involving both domestic and international investors, and greater 
involvement of the PIC in the country’s manufacturing sector



63

Towards Reconstruction And Recovery |   Mistra report

•	 Provincial	growth	and	development	plans: all provinces develop plans informed 
by national imperatives, variously incorporating such issues as ease of doing business, 
promotion of industrial development, and appropriate social policies.

It is subject to debate whether the approach outlined by ADRS is practicable and affordable; 
but the rigour of their work cannot be easily dismissed. Their proposals are worthy of 
consideration as part of the base of information that policy-makers take into account when 
developing plans for the next ten years. Critically, the proposals encourage reflections that 
are more ambitious than current mainstream thinking.
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Conclusion – Developmental State 
and Social Compacting
A developmental state must be able to provide strategic guidance on the operation and 
direction of the economy; including the use of the state’s own institutions and companies 
to guide development. The state needs to have the capability to  innovatively manage a 
mixed economy, with vibrant public and private sectors. Government must take steps 
to embed rigorous performance management processes in order to entrench competence 
and professionalism, which are the cornerstone of any effective state and the basis for 
trust between citizens and the government. Business and civil society have to support 
government in rebuilding its institutional capacity. 

COVID-19 has shown the critical role of the state in maintaining the integrity of the 
polity and the functioning of the health and economic systems. In this regard, sound state 
agencies and government departments are fundamental.

At the centre of this should be a properly capacitated coordination function in the Presidency, 
led at a senior level and staffed by professionals – with the authority and leverage to ensure 
co-ordination and integration of policy development and implementation. At the same 
time, the capacity and effectiveness of government departments and other state entities 
needs to be massively improved.

To complement this, capacities and functions will also need to be devolved to lower levels 
of government – in the provinces and through the integrated district development model. 
Social compacting – at national and sub-national levels and in various sectors – will be an 
important mechanism to advance South Africa’s reconstruction. Through the development 
of a common vision and common plans about how to rebuild our society, South Africa can 
lift investment to the level at which we will create an inclusive economy.  

The COVID-19 crisis, and the responses it has generated across society, have engendered 
a culture of compacting from the lowest family level to community and all the way to 
national level. It would seem that NEDLAC is coming of age as the preeminent forum for 
engagement among social partners on strategic issues facing the country. The COVID-19 
crisis provided an opportunity for compacting around a specific health issue. This should 
be nurtured, as should the consultative approach that has informed management of the 
pandemic. The democratic state should, at the same time, play a leadership role and take 
decisive action as and when required.
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