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 13 May 2020  

Attn:  His Excellency President MC Ramaphosa  

President of the Republic of South Africa  

AND 

 The Honourable Minister Ebrahim Patel, Trade and Industry 

AND 

 The Honourable Minister Tito Titus Mboweni, Finance 

AND 

The Honourable Minister Dr Nkosazana Clarise Dlamini-Zuma, 
Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs 

AND 

 The Honourable Minister Zweli Lawrence Mkize, Health 

AND 

The Honourable Minister Samson Gwede Mantashe, Mineral Resources 
and Energy 

 

Dear all, 

 

RE: The Need for Sustainable Reforms to our Covid-19 Lockdown Strategy 

The Trade Union Solidarity, acting behalf of our members and as mandated by our 

executive council would like to commend and laud government for their initial response 

of taking swift and decisive action in locking down and isolating the South African 

populace.  
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This was almost certainly the best means at government’s disposal to address not 

only the impact which the virus is likely to have on the health of South Africans, but 

also to limit the impact which it will have on the South African economy. However, 

despite the fact that it was the optimal option, it does not mean that it is without 

consequence. 

The lockdown will have far-reaching and drastic implications for the South African 

economy with some analysts projecting that Q2 GDP in 2020 could shrink by as much 

as 23.5% due to the lockdown and GDP could contract as much as 8.5% for the year. 

Likewise, South Africa’s already unbearably high and pernicious rate of unemployment 

is set to skyrocket to heretofore unknown heights as even the US economy has seen 

its jobless claims rise to vast multiples of its previous highs.  South Africa, according 

to some analysts could see its unemployment rate reach as high as 50% during this 

year. 

The same trend is also seen among employers. According to the latest survey by 

Statistics South Africa (StatsSA) among companies with a turnover of more than R2 

million per year, about 36.8% of businesses will reduce their workforce and a shocking 

30.6% will probably have to close their doors permanently. The magnitude of the 

coming crisis is also highlighted, from a historical perspective with 75% of businesses 

indicating that they expect the Covid crisis to have a greater impact than the 2008/9 

Global Financial Crisis. 
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Even industries, such as healthcare, which one may not immediately associate with 

experiencing dire consequences due to the lockdown are no exception. According to 

claims patterns obtained from Healthbridge, the decrease in consultations 

experienced by general practitioners is as much as 43%, for specialists it is up to 33%, 

for dentists up to 61% and for optometry as high as 91%. Nurses’ salaries were cut by 

30%, and where physiotherapists saw up to 20 patients a day, they now see only 2. 

Dental technicians show no income and radiologists have been forced to retrench 

employees. Many breadwinners have no income. 

It should be noted, at this point, that concerns about the economy should not be viewed 

through the lens of a trade-off between health on the one hand and wealth of the other.  

These are, after all, two interrelated features of human well-being.  A healthy nation is 

essential to economic flourishing just as economic prosperity is crucial to facilitate the 

health of our populace.  A rise in unemployment and poverty, which would result from 

a protracted lockdown, correlates with a rise in mortality and poor health outcomes 

such as malnutrition and disease. 

We need not, therefore, have to choose between either being uncompromising in our 

attack on the virus or uncompromising in our fight for economic prosperity. We must 

choose both. We firmly believe that the only choice should not be between health and 

and work; the choice should be for healthy work wherever possible.  

The current format of the lockdown is not sustainable and adjustments are necessary 

for the sake of the economy and the fight against the coronavirus so that the focus on 

combating the spread of the virus does not cause the danger of spreading poverty. 

Our commitment to finding solutions has been continuously illustrated by our constant 

engagement with various stakeholders to minimise the impact of the virus, whilst 

maximising the degree of economic activity. To this end, Solidarity has, inter alia:  
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1. Developed a Code of Good Practice which would allow South Africans to live 

and work well and in good health, while fighting the coronavirus fearlessly. 

2. Indicated various economic measures and policy reforms which we believe 

could facilitate greater economic growth in a post-lockdown dispensation. 

3. Presented webinars to trade unions, employers, and government officials with 

measures to get South Africa back to work. 

We have truly heeded the call by our President in his latest letter to the nation “Whether 

as individuals, employers, employees, government, civil society, trade unions or 

businesses, we will all continue to have a role to play in fighting the pandemic.” 

As His Excellency, President Cyril Ramaphosa noted this same letter “the virus will 

remain a threat to global public health for some time.” And later “We must therefore 

be prepared to continue to live with the coronavirus among us for a year or even more.” 

We fully support this sentiment and agree that pandemic remains a serious threat and 

the phasing out of the lockdown does not mean that people can carry on with their 

lives as before but that there will be a new “normal” whereby everyone will have to 

look after each other’s well-being by maintaining social distancing and certain health 

protocols. It remains important to still protect people with underlying conditions, while 

the state must enhance its ability to test for the virus, to detect it and to treat sick 

people in collaboration with the private sector. 

However, what remains crucial is the fact that economy needs to be phased back 

faster, while still taking health into account. It is necessary to make a shift from only 

essential workers to everyone who can work well. The choice is not between health 

and work, but for a healthy work environment for as many as possible people.  

Processes can be implemented; behaviour can be determined, and facilities can be 

adapted. The workplace is a disciplined environment that can be even healthier and 

safer than homes 
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There should rather be a strong presumption in favour of work – with all businesses 

that can work healthily being allowed to work. Regulations can then rather highlight 

the exceptions that cannot work, instead of highlighting those exceptions that are 

allowed to work. A trust agreement is needed between the government and its citizens. 

We are together in this battle and therefore government should trust that its citizens 

will not only make the necessary sacrifices, but that they will also use the necessary 

caution to address the crisis. 

Solidarity is concerned about the safety and health of all South African workers, but it 

also fears that a prolonged extension of the lockdown situation would result in an 

economic catastrophe with major job-losses, poverty and even a humanitarian crisis. 

No South African’s life should be placed at risk, but an extension of the very severe 

lockdown regulations will create an economic catastrophe that will also destroy 

people’s lives. That, too, must be avoided. We are convinced that our comprehensive 

proposals that will allow workers to systematically return to the workplace are workable 

and essential. 

As Matshidiso Moeti at the World Health Organization told a virtual meeting held by 

the World Economic Forum on 30 April with regard to Africa “In balancing lives and 

livelihoods, [African] countries are now looking at easing restrictions. In doing so, we 

are encouraging countries to adjust measures slowly and in line with the evidence,”. 

To this point, Ghana’s President Nana Akufo-Addo lifted restrictions after just three 

weeks in its two main cities, citing a push to “protect the economy”. We believe that a 

similar approach is not only possible but, given the dire consequences of inaction, 

non-negotiable. 
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As the International Labour Organisation stated in its recent policy brief with regard to, 

in particular, informal workers: “Not working and staying home means losing their jobs 

and their livelihoods. “To die from hunger or from the virus” is the all-too-real dilemma 

faced by many informal economy workers.” 

The death toll from South Africa’s coronavirus outbreak this year could range between 

46,000 and 88,000, according to a predictive model from the Actuarial Society of SA. 
Some countries with low numbers of extra deaths measured in additional weeks of 

annual deaths have been quick to come out of lockdown.  

Solidarity is concerned that government’s lockdown approach and the subsequent 

economic hardship inflicted on our people will cost more lives than it can save. A group 

of experts operating under the name, Panda (Pandemic Data & Analytics) has already 

indicated if economically restrictive lockdown measures are not discontinued 

immediately, they may cause 29 times more deaths than the measures aim to prevent. 

We therefore implore government to reconsider the current approach to addressing 

the pandemic by empowering the populace both with knowledge and guidelines which 

allow us to be uncompromising in our efforts to attenuate the effects of the virus, whilst 

still being uncompromising in our approach towards unleashing economic activity. 

Solidarity thanks government for their continued care and leadership, however, part of 

that leadership must extend towards building trust not only from the public towards 

government. But also, government taking a step towards trusting its citizenry to act 

responsibly. We simply cannot afford to do otherwise. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

Dr. Dirk Hermann 

CEO: Trade Union Solidarity 

 


