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 13 May 2020  

Attn:  Various Employers 

 

Dear all, 

 

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

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. 

As Solidarity, we do not reject the importance of addressing impact of the virus. Nor 

do we believe that government’s initial response in implementing a lockdown was 

flawed. 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. 
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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. 

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. 
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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. In this regard, we 

appreciate the positive response received from employers to Solidarity’s proposed 

code of good practice to return to work safely.  

We believe 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. It is unthinkable to believe that a Minister can effectively decide 

who meets the requirements and who does not. 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. The sooner employees can return to work safely, the lesser the impact 

on job security and changes of employment conditions will be.   
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The Trade Union Solidarity, acting behalf of our members and as mandated by our 

executive council and in response to the President’s call for “individuals, employers, 

employees, government, civil society, trade unions [and] businesses”… to “all continue 

to have a role to play in fighting the pandemic” has written to government in relation to 

the abovementioned. To mitigate the negative effect on your business and the 

livelihood of your employees and their dependants, we hereby encourage you to do 

likewise and write either as individual employers or as a collective within a sector, to 

the Presidency and the relevant minsters to establish a dialogue which includes 

perspectives from various points of view – our letter to government is attached for ease 

of reference.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

Dr. Dirk Hermann 

CEO: Trade Union Solidarity 

 


