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Purpose and relevance of study

This chapter investigates the capacity and effectiveness of government’s communications 

strategy as the country went through the various stages of lockdown under the Covid-19 

pandemic. The study probes the working relationship between government communications 

(at national, provincial, district and local levels) and other government structures involved in the 

containment of the pandemic; as well as the relationship between government 

communications and public media, community media, private media, digital and social 

media, and organised civil society during the Covid-19 lockdown, in order to determine the 

impact and efficacy of the communications and community mobilisation response to the 

pandemic. Recognising the multilingual nature of South African society, the urban/rural digital 

divide and the prohibitive costs of data, this report highlights preliminary lessons learnt.



Research design and methods

PRIMARY DATA: As a result of Covid-19 restrictions, all interviews were conducted through video conferencing. The 

interviews were led by researchers whose sections the interviews were being conducted for. However, all project team 

members were at liberty to join and could ask follow-up questions. On the average, interviews lasted between one hour 

to one-and-half hours. Interviews were conducted with senior officials and/or representatives from the AU, GCIS, 

MDDA, CovidCommsSA, WHO, Brand South Africa, PANSALB, Faisal Petersen, ECHAC and the SABC.

SECONDARY DATA: included scientific publications, relevant government documents/guidelines on communications, 

reports to portfolio committees and other government entities, Covid-19-related regulations, risk communications 

guidelines proposed by relevant regional and international organisations such as World Health Organisation (WHO), 

Pan American Health Organisation (PAHO) and the South African Government communication strategy. 

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS: DPME sought ethical clearance from the HSRC, on behalf of researchers, before primary data collection. Respondents were 

contacted ahead of time. Permission was sought from interviewees before interviews were recorded. 

LIMITATIONS OF THIS STUDY: Time, capacity, budget 



Theoretical framework

1. The South African Constitution prescribes the responsibility of government in communications as 
follows: “Transparency must be fostered by providing the pubic with timely, accessible and accurate 
information” – s195 (1) (g). The 2018 Communication Policy stresses the promotion of “communication 
driven by democratic principles of openness and participation which are guided by transparency, 
accountability and consultation” (Govt Communication Policy 2018 p.7) 

2. Development Communication is aimed at “seeking change at different levels, including listening, building 
trust, sharing knowledge and skills, building policies, debating and learning for sustained and meaningful 
change” (Gumicio Dagron 2009 p.6). In essence development communication is the sharing of knowledge 
aimed at reaching a consensus for action that takes into account the interests, needs and capabilities of all 
concerned. It is thus a social process. Communication media are important tools in achieving this process, 
but their use is not an aim in itself – interpersonal communication too must play a fundamental role.” 
(Servaes and Malikhao 2004 p.1).  

3. From a health/risk communication perspective, communication is not only determining the content of 
communication (that is, what to say), but it is a multifaceted process of understanding the nature of risks, 
the diversity of stakeholders, the complex media environment, attitudes of people which can affect their 
risk perceptions,  as well as considerations for how, to whom, at what point and through which medium 
content is delivered (Paek 2016).



Theoretical framework

The government’s communications policy fits into models which prioritise the promotion of 
participation and social change, using methods and instruments of interpersonal communication, 
community media and modern information technologies (Fraser and Restrepo-Estrada 1998). This has 
the potential to serve as a time saving and effective tool to influence health-related knowledge practises 
(Shiavo 2013).

Health and risk communications principles: 

• Precise and well-managed health communication can enhance how “societies handle uncertainty and 
fear, promote and accomplish adherence to necessary behaviour change, and meet individuals’ fear 
and foster hope in the face of a crisis” (Finset et al. 2020 p. 874). 

• Involves behavioural change communication. In the context of Covid-19  changes regarding as 
sneezing into the elbow, handshakes, social/physical associations. 

• Works well when there are restrictive legislations to promote health behavioural change . 

• Appeal to the collective action and a spirit of shared responsibility, while political leadership lead by 
example in order to enhance persuasion (Lunn et al. 2020).  



Literature review

1. International WHO / UNICEF / AU Guidelines

WHO collaborated with UNICEF) and IFRC  to ensure that biomedical recommendations and recommendations 
related to communication are tested, adapted, localized and applied.

The guidelines generally recommend the ff: Trust, build, maintain and restore, Announce early, Transparency. 
Design messages that bridge the gap between expert knowledge and public knowledge, Planning: risk 
communication plus risk analysis and risk management, Community involvement , Adapting to suit context

2.  Covid-19 Plans and APP Reports to Parliament Portfolio Committee on Communications by entities 
including GCIS, the MDDA, Brand SA and the SABC [VIA PMG Website]

3. Acts and Regulations

4. Government Communications Policy

5. Government websites and social media accounts

* Full list available in the Chapter under references



African Union and international relations

The initial perception among the international 
community was that Africa was going to suffer dire 
consequences because of the relatively poor 
healthcare systems and infrastructure.  

African Union (AU) and the Africa Centre for Disease 
Control (Africa-CDC) provided support for a multi-
sectoral preparedness & response plan.

The AU worked collaboratively with WHO and other 
relevant agencies 

Africa-CDC convened a meeting with all ministers of 
health in the region at the initial stages of the 
outbreak.
Resulted in a joint continental response strategy. 

A technical working group for risk communication 
and community engagement was set up.

§ Provided guidelines for communications campaigns which 
member countries were to adapt to suit their contexts. 

§ Countering disbelief, misinformation and stigmatisation (in 
collaboration with Co-Creation Hub [CcHUB]) . 

§
A dedicated website for all Covid-19 guidelines (available in 
the four official languages of the AU) which are accessible to 
member countries. 

§ The Last Mile Communication project of the Africa-CDC 
translated the materials into some other major African 
languages which have a minimum of 15 million speakers. 

§ Strong social media presence



African Union and Brand South Africa

Role of SA within the AU 

§ Brand South Africa provided continued support to the 
Presidency during its tenure as Chair of the AU.

§ GCIS provided technical support for communications to AU.

§ Media partnerships with the likes of EuroNews and Africa 
News, helped in targeting key African regions to manage 
perceptions of the nation brand, and also promote the role 
South Africa and the rest of Africa is playing in curbing the 
spread of the virus. 

§ Brand South Africa hosted a number of virtual dialogues 
that sought to contribute to shaping the continent’s 
economic response to the pandemic. 

Africa-CDC has been proactive in regularly 
engaging the media to draw attention to the 
continent’s efforts being made to manage the 
pandemic, so that the continent can be seen as 
a leader in this process:

• press conference 
• Media interviews
• News paper publications
• Publications in scientific journals

The core team of communications experts, 
however, seem to be constrained, as they are 
made up of only three key risk communication 
experts for the whole region. This resulted in 
minimal supervision of implementation of 
communications guidelines by AU member 
countries



SA government communications entities are emerging from a decade of institutional instability that saw 
frequent changes in their administrative and political leadership. This detrimentally impacted on their ability to 
deliver on their public mandates.  The domestic reputation of government is therefore still vulnerable in the 
first years of the 6th Democratic dispensation, and the pandemic hit the country at a time when the GCIS, 
MDDA, Brand South Africa and the SABC are all in the early phase of organisational renewal.  

In a democracy it is not in any circumstance acceptable for government communications to report to a 
security structure such as Nat Joints.  [Previous chapter has covered this].  The attitude of the public re: role of 
security forces is a challenge. Over the past decade SA citizens have demonstrated against a spectrum of 
grievances, including poor service delivery, government corruption, crime, un- employment and police 
brutality. So far 2020 has been no different; and with the full economic impact of Covid-19 still to be felt, the 
stage is set for a wave of public unrest in the coming months. [VOXCROFT REPORT JUNE 2020]  

The Covid-19 National Strategy appeared to rely on positioning the might of the state in the early phases of 
lockdown to enforce citizen compliance. Given the levels of civic protest as well as the unfortunate and in some 
cases tragic conflicts with armed forces during the lockdown, this role is not well received.  Had security 
structures repositioned themselves as a more humanitarian force deployed to assist South Africans in a time of 
humanitarian crisis, it is likely their role would be been more publicly accepted. However this requires genuine 
internal and external organisational culture change within the SA security sector and that is the subject for 
another chapter to consider.

Public Perception viz a viz Government



One of the most critical set of Electronic Communications, Postal and Broadcasting directions issued 

passed under regulation 10(8) of the DMA 2002 (Act No. 57 of 2002) was signed off by Minister of 

Communications and Digital Technologies, Stella Ndabeni-Abrahams on 26 March 2020.  The scope of the 

directions was to ensure : Dissemination of real time public information / Access to communications 

infrastructure and digital services / Provision of essential postal services  / Tracking and tracing of persons  

/ Support Education. Health and Local Government. 

‘The purpose of the directions was to impose social compact obligations on … broadcast service 

licensees to broadcast pubic information .. in all local languages including sign language.”

South African Regulatory context



• Electronic communications services licensees, OTTs and ISPs bear the responsibility of removing fake news related to the 

Covid-19 from their platform immediately after being identified as such. 

• Internet sites operating within .zaDNA top level domain name must have a landing page

with a visible link to www.sacoronavirus.co.za.” 

• ALL electronic communications service licensees were directed to zero-rate access to local 

health and educational content websites as identified by the DOH and the DBE.  

• ALL broadcasting services licenses, were directed to “increase their educational programmes 

to support awareness of Covid-19.”

The net effect of these regulations resulted in an unprecedented increase in the digital footprint of the South African 

digital public sphere.  

South African Regulatory context

http://www.sacoronavirus.co.za/


Minister in the Presidency *

• Nat Joints [operational wing of NCCC]
• GCIS as overall convener and lead of 

communications strategy
• MDDA, BRANDSA

• Inter-Governmental Relations [IGR] 
communications network – National, 
provincial and local levels

• The Districts – 55 GCIS offices

SA government institutional arrangements

Minister of Health *
Health ministry media liaison
Multisectoral Outbreak Response Team
NICD, NHLS
Ministerial Advisory Committees on Covid-
19
• Pathologist and labs
• Clinicians
• Public Health
• Research
• Vaccines 

President * (Communicator in Chief)

* Denotes the messengers



Communications Timeline



The national communications strategy: intentions
• Fast
• Accurate
• Timely
• Relevant
• Reliable

Essential messages aimed to:

• Instill behavior change
• Communicate preventative measures
• Increase awareness
• Increase compliance
• Communicate economic and social relief measures
• Listen to concerns and make adjustments
• Encourage citizens to rely on experts with credible scientific knowledge
• Messages anchored in hope and confidence
• Deal with disinformation via legal means

GCIS HAS DEVELOPED AND MANAGED THE SINGLE LARGEST NATIONAL 
PUBLIC HEALTH COMMUNICATIONS CAMPAIGN IN SOUTH AFRICA’S HISTORY



The segmented media strategy – 34 352 outputs 

Platforms

Facebook
Twitter 2700 
messages
Google search
Gov.za – 7m 
visitors
Sacoronavirus.
co.za
Mobile apps
Whatsapp
Hotlines
Sms twice 
daily

Traditional 
media

32 5000 
posters in 
hotspots
Billboards
Mall 
bathrooms 
Fuel stations
Taxi ranks and 
in-taxi screens
Loudhailing
1.1m leaflets
Messages on 
bread 
packaging

Mainstream 
media

Adverts –
prime time 
shows (Skeem
Saam, 
Muvhango, 
Generations, 
7de Laan, 
Uzalo, Rhythm 
City, Scandal, 
Imbewu, 
news 
bulletins)
News clocks
Squeeze backs

Community 
media

60 community 
stations
27 content 
packages

Public and 
commercial 
radio

18 public 
stations
17 commercial 
stations

49m radio 
listeners

Live 
broadcasts

Television, 
Youtube and 
Facebook
page, 
community 
radio stations



CAPACITATING GCIS

• Communications networks of officials were quickly mobilized using digital platforms – higher attendance rate

• District level coordination tested and worked effectively

• Good cooperation with communications teams across all spheres of government

• GCIS not public health specialists – so worked closely with DOH communications lead, Dr. Lwazi Manzi, who played 

key role in ensuring science-based communications principles 

• GCIS provided with an unprecedented budget to effect communications campaign in first phases of lockdown

• However GCIS relies on inter-departmental cooperation for communications budgets

GCIS reacted quickly to addressing Covid related myths and needs to sustain efforts to ensure all media entities in SA 

provide fact-checked public health information pro-actively and manage the 

ongoing threat of the DISINFODEMIC 

The GCIS Impact Assessment of Government Communication about Covid-19 

(April - May 2020) shows government messaging was highly effective. ŠIRELETŠA AFRIKA BORWA

MMOGO RE KA FENYA CORONAVIRUS 



The role of the Public Broadcaster

Public Broadcast Mandate - Section 6(4) provides that the SABC “must encourage the development 
of South African expression by providing, in South African official languages, a wide range of 
programming that – (a) reflects South African attitudes, opinions, ideas, values, and artistic 
creativity; (b) displays South African talent in education and entertainment programmes; (c) offers 
a plurality of views and a variety of news, information and analysis from a South African point of 
view; (d) advances the national and public interest”; (NAB Doc). *PUBLIC MANDATE UNFUNDED

SABC national reach - “We have 19 later stations, 5 television channels and and at the heart of that 
is this public mandate of ensuring that we inform South Africans at any given day, to give you a 
sense, we reach 28 million people via our radio stations, television stations. We will reach about 
close to 52,000,000 every month an and in this country that if you ever look at the top 45 watched 
programs on television here would be SABC programs and that gives us so much credibility. But at 
the same time, so much responsibility to ensure that the content is in line with the public model but 
also it needs.” (Madoda Maxekwa)

SABC Radio remains the market leader in South Africa when it comes to audience share, with more 
than 72% of local audiences tuning into the medium. SABC programming on radio was focused on 
important developments around the pandemic. And all of these created awareness and drove traffic 
to various platforms where live briefings by the President by government by ministers were 
scheduled to take place. In South Africa the immediacy of radio, in informing the nation is still key.



The role of the Public Broadcaster
SABC Digital social media channels assist with driving awareness campaigns throughout the country.

Also from a radio point of view we participated in SABC campaigns to drive specific messages on anti gender based 
violence and solidarity with frontline health workers.

SABC worked with government departments to reinforce health and regulation messages announced by government. 
e.g. Department of Education – “we want to ensure that our children are able to continue receiving the required 
support from an education point of view and we made our channels available for this.

SABC worked well with commercial private broadcasting sector through the National Association of Broadcaster [E-
Media, Multichoice, et al]

Risks and limitations 

Access: - Millions of South Africans do not have the luxury of a TV.
Health risk: - SABC Journalists worked hard to bring to the public relevant covid news coverage, sometimes to the 
detriment of their own health. 
Revenue: - Revenue generating programming across SABC platforms was displaced to allow for Presidential and 
Ministerial briefings.
Governmental coordination: - Worked well with the Presidency – challenges with other departments i.t.o. scheduling
of Press briefings. * Also not enough coordination at a strategic high level with GCIS on strategy.



Community media sector 

Media Development and Diversity Agency - Mission 
To support the development of a vibrant, innovative, sustainable and people-centred 
community media sector through resourcing, knowledge-based research and 
capacity building, in order to give a voice to historically disadvantaged communities. 

MDDA Launched an Emergency Relief Fund on 30 March 2020 
On 25 March, MDDA launched R20 million COVID-19 Emergency Fund for essential 
resources to allow community broadcasters and community and SCM print and 
digital media to continue to discharge their mandate of informing and educating 
communities in their own languages. 

MDDA encouraging community media sector to raise awareness on COVID 19 
• Distributed Government messages 
• Key messages to community and small commercial print and digital media 
• Adverts to community broadcasters 
• Minister in The Presidency engaged various community radio stations on the 

pandemic. 

Phase 1 emergency funding to 115 radio stations and 1 TV., 116  Community & 
small commercial print publishers



Languages
Public mandate: - PanSALB is responsible for 
monitoring the use of official languages by the 
national government for government purposes. 

If you want to communicate information 
effectively, you have to speak to the community 
in their own languages. People must access 
information in their own languages in order to 
understand it fully and adhere to protective 
measures.   [PANSALB CEO]

When COVID-19 was declared a national disaster, 
PanSALB advocated that the public receive 
information in all official language including SASL. 
PanSALB assisted government departments by 
offering translation services so that the public 
receives information in their home languages and 
produced SASL Covid-19 videos. PanSALB offered 
this assistance during a time of crisis although it 
is not its mandate. 

INTERVENTIONS: 
- Letter to the Inter-Ministerial Committee - request adhere to the Use of 
Official Language Act and offer COVID-19 information in all official languages 
including Khoi, Nama and San languages as well as SASL.
- Letter to the Presidency re: complaints from the Deaf community re: limited 
access to critical information. An appeal was made that information on 
COVID-19 be made available in all 11  official languages within the framework 
of the Constitution and Use of Official languages Act of 2012; including South 
African Sign Language.  
- Letter to the Department of Basic Education (DBE) on exclusion of Deaf 
learners on televised lessons by DBE and SABC.



Languages
The public should have access information in their own languages to participate effectively on any agenda of the country. 
Government has not yet achieved much when it comes to the multilingual agenda. PanSALB had to step in to assist in a 
time of crisis to offer translation services when government should have established language units to offer these services 
in all official languages. South Africa still operate very much in English which has proved to be ineffective. The inability to 
reach the public in their own languages is a matter of life and death as experienced during COVID-19 and could have 
catastrophic implications. We need to work better as a country and commit to multilingualism and adhering to our 
language policies by involving and communicating the South African public in their languages.  

There is also a belief that it would be expensive to use all official language and offer interpreting and translation and 
English is seen as the easy option. We do not see our languages, culture and heritage as a resource or treasure.  Others 
refer to this challenge as the “colonisation of the mind”. [Dr B Mpungose - PANSALB CEO]

Some of the municipalities when assisted with municipal language policies have often indicated that languages are 
unfunded mandate. As such, budget should be set aside for languages as much as all other programmes are budgeted for. 
Languages have to be high on government’s agenda and they have to adhere to the Language Act. Language policies 
often stipulate that all notices, policies, legislation and overall communication with the public should be in local 
languages.  



ORGANISED CIVIL SOCIETY AND COMMUNICATIONS

COVID Comms is a network of communications volunteers producing and disseminating credible, easily understood 
and helpful information on the coronavirus pandemic. Information products are produced in English and most official 
South African languages 

At the time, most of government’s communication [Ministerial briefings] around the coronavirus (prevention measures, 
regulations etc.) was in English and only broadcast on mainstream media platforms. President Cyril Ramaphosa was 
government’s chief communicator, with his efforts either supported or, in some cases, undermined, by fellow Cabinet 
Ministers. 

There was a clear need for authoritative, easy-to-understand information in as many South African languages as 
possible, and which could be distributed within the constraints of the national lockdown. 

Points of emphasis : 
Use of plain language. 
Use of as many South African languages as possible. 
Easily disseminated on social media (particularly mobile and smart phones). 
Combatting fake news

Commendable example of civil society response to augment communications
work of government in the public interest.   



IMPRESSIONS FROM A REPRESENTATIVE OF GOODWOOD RATEPAYERS ASSOCIATION & MANENBERG 
COMMUNITY BASED ORGANISATION [Faisel Petersen]

Lack of alignment between local, provincial and national levels - There was a clear misalignment 
between local, provincial and national government levels. Communication was a ‘top down’ approach 
with a them vs us approach when it came to national, provincial and local governments. 

Education example: The lack of coordination was evident at the mixed messaging around school feeding 
schemes and schools reopening.  The Western Cape allowed school feeding schemes to restart even 
though the national directive was that they should stop. This was as they found no aid was being 
provided to the disadvantaged communities, and at least school-feeding schemes was a very effective 
outlet to provide food in a structured environment.  

The messaging on schools reopening at a national level led to much confusion and frustration for all. The 
Minister was supposed to brief the public on the way forward, but then cancelled the briefing at the last 
minute. This last-minute cancelation made it clear that there was a lack of agreement within 
government structures.  The changes to start dates created confusion for parents. The unclear national 
guidance forced the Western Cape to push ahead and open ahead of communicated dates.

WC - ORGANISED CIVIL SOCIETY AND COMMUNICATIONS



Parliament

Parliament abdicated its role in pre and early- stage 
lockdown. 

• Constituency offices and MPs not visible in early 
lockdown – roles unclear, poor visibility.

• Parliament’s language division is huge – yet 
undeployed during phase 5 to 4 in the national 
interest and Parliament’s extensive digital 
platforms were silent in first phases of lockdown. 

• Migration to virtual platforms took time to come 
online but eventually started working in late 
Lockdown phase 4.   The ability to follow the 
committees via YouTube is a huge advantage to 
government and civil society.

• Parliament committees started catching up with 
department Covid plans mid-stream and little 
attention to regulations related to Covid-19

Once virtual parliament and new parliamentary rules were in 
place, Parliament did play a role in oversighting  Covid related 
corruption and departmental plans but too late to have any real 
impact on government Covid roll out for this financial year. .

Some Provincial Legislatures still struggling with virtual 
strategies. Risk of being invisible in the public sphere.

A “slow to respond” Parliament is not good for democracy as it 
allows Government to proceed at will with few checks and 
balances.  Regulations tested in the parliamentary committee
system would have been useful to pre-empt some of the issues 
experienced.



Recommendations

THIS RESEARCH REPORT THUS: 

• it reaffirms the constitutional mandate which places an obligation on government to communicate and 

which underpins the legitimacy of government. 

• It highlights the relevance of the developmental communications approach to government-citizen 

communications.

• It motivates for the urgent prioritisation of digitally accessible multilingual communications with a citizen 

feedback loop that is both transparent and responsive. 

• It also points towards the need to continue to understand South Africa as a highly diverse communications 

space in which new media digital platforms exist alongside more traditional communication methods (such 

as loud-hailing, posters, messages on product packaging).

Such responsiveness needs an enabling environment within government, and within the public, private and 

community media landscape to ensure an informed and empowered citizenry as envisioned in the South African 

Constitution. 



Immediate Interventions 1

Planning communications during the second wave the Communications strategy is going to have to factor in:

Consideration for the public fatigue w.r.t second wave 

Planning for vaccine roll out campaign

GOVERNMENT reputation – how to build it – through even more engagement with organised civil society and 
other social partners and through consideration of how the security forces role continues to be projected 
more towards a Humanitarian role
Beefing up of language unit GCIS and use of all SA languages in social media space

Recognizing those on twitter can act as interlocuters between diff forms of media and communities.

Language - In order to achieve this there is a need for resources, i.e. financial as well as human. budget should 
be set aside for languages as much as all other programmes are budgeted for. Languages have to be high on 
government’s agenda 



Immediate Interventions 2

INTER GOVERNMENT ENGAGEMENT WITH TREASURY AND NATIONAL DEPARMENTS re: improving appreciation for 
role of GCIS as media buying – distinction of certain campaigns as national emergency and therefore as obligatory to 
use GCIS.
Digital Access - Network coverage – pressure Cellphone companies to cover full extent of country and decrease data 
costs and Zero rating of public interest websites to be expanded indefinitely [Public good just like public libraries]
Improve PANSALB working relationship with DBE and SABC to ensure the inclusion of Deaf learners.
Language – BUDGET FOR LANGUAGE TRANSLATION SERVICES ACROSS GOVERNMENT - In order to achieve this there 
is a need for resources, i.e. financial as well as human. budget should be set aside for languages as much as all other 
programmes are budgeted for. Languages have to be high on government’s agenda

Private, Public [SABC] and Government media stakeholder management to be improved in context of Covid-19 public 
information and education campaign.

Encourage Public Private partnerships in health care and communication at provincial and district level to ensure 
locally relevant public health communications interventions.  



Thank You

Please note this presentation is part of the 
ongoing research writing process of Chapter 
Four.

The final written Chapter will be made 
available in due course.


