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CHAPTER 1:  

OVERVIEW 

ABSTRACT 

This chapter provides an overview summary of the first edition of South Africa’s Covid-19 Country 

Report. It includes the background to the report, the rationale for undertaking the initiative, the 

methodology adopted, and key stakeholders involved in producing the report. For each chapter, a 

summary of the focus area is provided, along with a high-level reflection of the lessons learnt. The 

chapter concludes with recommendations across the different thematic areas. 

The report covers the first two waves of the Covid-19 pandemic, from March 2020 to March 2021. The 

thematic focus areas in the report are: leadership, governance, and institutional arrangements; legal 

and regulatory responses; legal challenges, human rights violations, and law enforcement; 

communication; the health sector; the education sector; the impact on vulnerable groups; gender 

equality; macroeconomic impact and policy; agriculture and the food supply chain; transport; the 

tourism and leisure sectors; selected other economic sectors; infrastructure; international 

cooperation and trade; civil society responses; and case studies on local and provincial government.  
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DPME Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation 
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SARS-CoV-2 severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 
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WHO World Health Organization 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How to cite this chapter: 

Presidency of South Africa, 2021. Chapter 1. Overview. South Africa Covid-19 Country Report [First 

edition]. DPME (Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation), GTAC (Government Technical 

Advisory Centre) & NRF (National Research Foundation), Pretoria: June. 



Chapter 1. Overview First Edition Country Report 9 

CONTENTS 

Introduction ........................................................................................................................................... 10 

Purpose of the Covid-19 Country Report ............................................................................................... 12 

Overview of the First Edition .................................................................................................................. 13 

Leadership, governance, and institutional arrangements..................................................................... 13 

Legal and regulatory responses ............................................................................................................. 15 

Legal challenges, human rights violations and law enforcement ......................................................... 16 

Communication...................................................................................................................................... 16 

Health sector .......................................................................................................................................... 17 

Education sector .................................................................................................................................... 18 

Impact on vulnerable groups ................................................................................................................. 19 

Gender equality ..................................................................................................................................... 20 

Macroeconomic impact and policy ....................................................................................................... 21 

Agriculture and the food supply chain................................................................................................... 22 

Tourism and leisure sectors ................................................................................................................... 23 

Transport sector .................................................................................................................................... 25 

Other selected economic sectors .......................................................................................................... 26 

Infrastructure sector response .............................................................................................................. 27 

International cooperation, trade and security....................................................................................... 28 

Civil society responses ........................................................................................................................... 29 

Provincial and local government case studies ....................................................................................... 30 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................................................. 31 

References ............................................................................................................................................. 32 

 

  



Chapter 1. Overview First Edition Country Report 10 

INTRODUCTION  
On 31 December 2019, Chinese authorities alerted the World Health Organization (WHO) to an 

outbreak of a novel strain of coronavirus causing severe illness (WHO, 2021). On 7 January 2020, 

severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) was confirmed as the causative agent 

of coronavirus disease 2019 or Covid-19. The WHO declared the novel coronavirus a public health 

emergency of international concern on 30 January 2020, and on 11 March it declared Covid-19 a global 

pandemic. By then, there were over 118 000 cases in 114 countries, and nearly 4300 people had lost 

their lives. 

When the WHO declared the Covid-19 pandemic, South Africa was still in the very early stages of the 

outbreak with only 13 local cases reported; the first local case had only been confirmed on 5 March 

2020. Early though it was, the president announced a state of disaster on 15 March and a full lockdown 

on 23 March 2020, by which point the number of confirmed cases had risen to 402. Government 

introduced a range of regulatory and institutional measures to respond to the pandemic.  

Figure 1.1 shows the total number of Covid-19 cases at provincial level on 30 April 2021. The highest 

number of deaths attributed to Covid-19 was registered in the Western Cape (11 621), followed by 

the Eastern Cape (11 555), and Gauteng (10 652). The lowest number of recorded deaths was in the 

Northern Cape (894). By this date, the cumulative number of confirmed cases had risen to 1 581 210, 

with 1 505 620 recoveries and 54 350 deaths. 

Figure 1.1: South Africa Covid-19 cases, 30 April 2021 
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Figure 1.2 shows the evolution of Covid-19 pandemic in South Africa since the first case was reported, 

covering the monthly average of new positive Covid-19 cases and deaths. The first wave of cases 

peaked in July (493 183 positive cases and 8005 deaths) and August 2020 (627 041 cases and 14 149 

deaths). The second wave (Figure 1.3) peaked in January 2021 with 1 453 761 positive cases and 

44 164 deaths reported. The figures also summarise interventions introduced to deal with the social 

and economic impact of the pandemic. While the measures differed over time, they included a 

community screening programme, Covid-19 relief packages, and adjusted directions in line with the 

alert levels in terms of the Disaster Management Act 57 of 2002. 

Figure 1.2: Monthly Covid-19 timeline data, March to August 2020 

 

Figure 1.3: Monthly Covid-19 timeline data, September 2020 to March 2021 
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PURPOSE OF THE COVID-19 COUNTRY REPORT 
South Africa’s Covid-19 Country Report was conceptualised by the senior management team of the 

Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation (DPME) under the leadership of the late Minister 

J. M. Mthembu, who identified the need to  document how government, along with its social partners, 

responded to the unprecedented challenge of the Covid-19 pandemic. The aim of the Country Report 

is to provide a storyline and record the measures and interventions adopted by government and its 

social partners to manage the pandemic and its many negative effects, especially on  vulnerable groups. 

It provides an almost real-time assessment of government’s response. The intention is for the report 

to serve as a reference point and provide lessons for handling significant disasters in future. 

A conceptual framework was developed to guide the development of the Country Report, for which 

advice and guidance were sought from the Forum of South African Directors-General (FOSAD); the 

Governance, State Capacity and Institutional Development (GSCID) Cluster; the Presidency; the 

Department of Justice and Constitutional Development; the Department of Women, Youth and 

Persons with Disabilities; the Western Cape Provincial Government; and various academics (DPME, 

2020). The research is multidisciplinary in character, and partnerships were established with the 

Government Technical Advisory Centre (GTAC) and the National Research Foundation (NRF) to 

mobilise expert contributions to the report. 

To ensure a balanced perspective from multiple angles, the report reflects both the views of 

government and independent assessments by members of South Africa’s research community. 

Methodologically, it combines desktop analysis, the analysis of primary and secondary data, and 

interviews with senior officials involved in coordinating and implementing the Covid-19 response. 

Non-government experts and representatives of communities and vulnerable groups were also asked 

to share their views and experiences. 

The DPME obtained ethics clearance from the Human Sciences Research Council Ethics Committee 

(REC 1/23/09/20), following an assessment that the study presented minimal risk from a research 

ethics point of view. 

Draft chapters of the report were presented at a series of virtual validation workshops in November 

and December 2021, involving stakeholders from relevant sectors. The validation workshops solicited 

comments and inputs from a wide range of actors – about 120 people attended each workshop. The 

chapters were revised and then presented at validation workshops in May and June 2021. Various 

subject matter experts from academia and government also reviewed the different papers. This 

process helped enhance transparency, reduce bias, and ensure inclusivity of the first edition of the 

Country Report. 
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OVERVIEW OF THE FIRST EDITION 
The chapters of the first edition of the Covid-19 Country Report are based on research papers 

prepared by various experts in their personal capacity. Many of the reports included annexes, which 

are available on the GTAC and DPME websites. The opinions expressed in these reports are neither 

necessarily those of the respective authors’ institutions nor the official policy or position of the South 

African government.  

The First Edition Covid-19 Country Report covers most of the first and second wave of the Covid-19 

pandemic – from March 2020 to March 2021. Although it cannot as yet assess the medium- and long-

term effects of the pandemic and government’s response, the report provides details of the measures 

taken, how different sectors were affected, and how they responded to the pandemic.  

Most chapters were written by more than one author. Writers were mobilised from universities, 

government research institutions, and other research-oriented institutions. This report covers 

different topics, such as governance, legal and regulatory measures and challenges, communication 

strategies, social and economic measures and impact, civil society contributions, and international 

relations – and a summary of each chapter is provided below.  

LEADERSHIP, GOVERNANCE, AND INSTITUTIONAL ARRANGEMENTS1 

The chapter on leadership, governance, and institutional arrangements focuses on how the South African 
government structured its response to the Covid-19 crisis, particularly in the early phases of the pandemic. It 
reviews the governance structures and institutional arrangements that were established to manage, respond 
to, and curb the negative effects of the pandemic. The chapter discusses the key attributes of leadership in 
periods of crisis and assesses  the extent to which these attributes were demonstrated in the country.  

 

In order to improve the country’s response to the Covid-19 pandemic and reduce the strain on the 

health system, South Africa went into lockdown within a month of identifying the first case. This 

allowed the health sector to prepare and helped to reduce the number of infections in the first wave. 

The country adopted a coordinated approach to managing the Covid-19 response, using existing 

structures and establishing new ones. An institutional architecture for handling the disaster was 

quickly put in place, comprising the National Coronavirus Command Council, provincial and district 

coronavirus command councils, the Ministerial Advisory Committees (which included medical experts, 

academics, and other stakeholders), the National Joint Operational and Intelligence Structure 

(NatJoints), FOSAD, GSCID, and other clusters. This approach helped to coordinate activities and 

facilitate rapid executive action. 

South Africa has been widely recognised for quality political leadership in managing the pandemic, 

especially in the initial phases. The Disaster Management Act was also deemed to provide a strong 

legal framework for coordinating the response to Covid-19. But the pandemic demonstrated both the 

 
1 Rosenkranz, B., Anelich, L., Harrison, P., Mubangizi, C. B., Ndevu, Z., Rabie, B. & Rumbold, K., 2021.  
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strengths and the limitations of the disaster management system and of the quality of leadership in 

managing the pandemic. Political leaders faced the difficult task of balancing the need to contain the 

virus with the need to sustain the economy and protect livelihoods.  

Although the structures established to manage the pandemic functioned with high levels of 

institutional commitment throughout the crisis, some concerns were raised about their legitimacy, 

functionality, and accountability. Government deemed NatJoints an appropriate structure to 

coordinate activities in response to disasters, but it was argued that NatJoints had been predisposed 

to rely too heavily on law enforcement and coercion rather than socially oriented response 

instruments, which are more appropriate in managing disasters. There was a sense that political 

oversight and accountability had been compromised in favour of rapid executive action. It was also 

argued that the country adopted a ‘top-down’ approach, leading to some decisions lacking 

transparency and undermining democratic practices. Government’s plan had been to establish a 

coordinated, seamless, and integrated response and avoid duplication and contradictions. However, 

the need for a rapid response during the state of national disaster meant the passing of a number of 

gazette notices at very short notice, some of which resulted in confusing and contradictory messages. 

The rapid establishment of institutional architecture for handling the disaster highlighted various 

shortcomings, including noticeable leadership failures and deficiencies at the national, provincial, and 

municipal levels, and inadequate capacity and resources to deal with the Covid-19 crisis. Concerns 

were raised about clarity of roles and responsibilities between the various disaster management 

coordination structures and the different spheres of government. Other challenges stemmed from the 

already compromised healthcare sector, weaknesses in IT and data management systems, and 

deficiencies in the transparent flow of information. There was also an observed surge in corrupt 

practices and collusion between the public service and private sector, which undermined confidence 

and generated widespread public anger.  

The chapter recommends that the profile and importance of disaster management be raised at all 

levels of government. All government departments, municipalities, and entities should establish 

central disaster management units, and a dedicated ‘pandemic’ unit should be established in the 

Department of Health, along with appropriate regulations and protocols to manage national disasters 

and streamline access to information. It further recommends that in future, transparency in decision-

making and the legal basis for establishing various structures beyond the scope of the Disaster 

Management Act be considered to improve public trust. Future disaster preparedness requires a 

community-based, bottom-up approach from the beginning. The public’s commitment should be 

encouraged by continued, regular information; by incentivising compliance and collaboration (not 

only for Covid-19, but also other social challenges); and by developing a better understanding of the 

infrastructure and support required by the informal sector.  

Whether leadership decisions made during the Covid-19 pandemic provided the best outcome in the 

first year is difficult to assess, given the unprecedented and continuous nature of the pandemic. While 
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the response succeeded in flattening the curve of infection in the first wave, it failed to have the same 

effect during the second wave. The ongoing need to balance considerations of lives and livelihoods 

present challenges for which there are no definitive answers.  

LEGAL AND REGULATORY RESPONSES2 

This chapter evaluates South Africa’s legal and regulatory response to the Covid-19 pandemic against the 
values enshrined in section 1 of the Constitution. It considers the options for managing the pandemic provided 
by the Constitution and ordinary legislation and also evaluates the impact of the choice of the Disaster 
Management Act. It reviews human rights and governance issues within the legal framework, along with the 
ethical guidelines that frame pandemic responses. It examines how consideration of the constitutional and 
democratic norms, values, and safeguards (e.g., the rule of law, freedom of expression, and human dignity) 
were affected in respect to human rights such as healthcare, education, and a safe environment during the 
management of the pandemic. Rather than analyse specific regulations in detail, the chapter focuses on three 
macro issues: the rule of law, human rights, and freedom of expression. The aim is to provide a broad 
framework and set out principles with which the law must comply during emergency situations.  

 

With advice from the WHO on managing the health response to the pandemic, South Africa utilised 

the powers conferred on it by the Disaster Management Act to protect the health of its residents. 

Government imposed a range of strict measures to curb transmission of the virus, a decision that was 

challenged in the courts on a number of occasions. This chapter argues that given the alternatives, the 

decision to rely on the Disaster Management Act to manage the initial Covid-19 threat appeared 

appropriate – health emergencies do not meet the requirement set out in s37(1)(b) of the 

Constitution, which asserts that an emergency can only be declared to restore peace and order. It is 

further argued that ordinary legislation would not have empowered government sufficiently to 

impose a lockdown or other kinds of restrictions.  

The chapter maintains that failure to fully implement the Disaster Management Act and ensure that 

all structures were properly established and functioning before the pandemic led to an uncoordinated 

response. Some of the disaster management systems utilised during the pandemic were subject to 

systematic challenges in terms of readiness, resource gaps, accountability, and transparency; this 

contributed to ineffectiveness and, in some cases, corruption. The chapter, therefore, advocates for a 

resilient disaster management system supported by functional disaster management centres in the 

national, provincial, and local spheres, with adequate leadership and governance capacities for 

effective recovery from future disasters. A revision of the Disaster Management Act on the basis of 

the experience during the Covid-19 pandemic is recommended in order to ensure a more 

comprehensive framework for managing any future disasters. In conclusion, the chapter asserts that 

a state of disaster should be limited in duration to ensure that the different arms of government return 

to their normal functions as soon as the immediate threat has been addressed. 

 
2 Soodyall, H., Ataguba, J., Dhansay, M. A., Gray, G., Kleyn, L., du Plessis, E., Reddy, P., Rumbold, K., Thaldar, D. 
& Botes, M., 2021. 
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LEGAL CHALLENGES, HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS AND LAW ENFORCEMENT3 

This chapter discusses selected legal challenges to the government’s disaster management measures in 
response to the Covid-19 pandemic. The cases were selected for their relevance regarding the application and 
enforcement of the statutory and institutional framework and for their human rights implications. They involve 
the legal foundations for responding to a disaster and the constitutional validity of the actions taken by 
government, followed by specific human rights challenges under chapter 2 of the Constitution. Abuse of power 
by law enforcement agencies and corruption fall within the scope of the chapter. 

 

This chapter claims that the measures government adopted in terms of the Disaster Management Act 

to mitigate the spread of the Covid-19 pandemic saved lives and bought time for medical facilities to 

prepare to treat infected people. Although these are admirable outcomes, several legal and 

governance issues emerged from government’s disaster management efforts. Some decisions and 

regulations were found by the courts to be irrational and not justifiable, and other cases dealt with 

the constitutionality of the regulations on the basis of various grounds.  

The chapter recommends that government address the systemic weaknesses exposed by the 

pandemic; prioritise the building of efficient, responsive, and capable state institutions; and 

modernise and professionalise government services. It further recommends a thorough overhaul of 

the functioning of the law enforcement agencies; better intergovernmental cooperation; non-

selective and demonstrable criminal accountability for corrupt activities and abuse of power; and an 

appreciation of the potential future importance of a fundamental rights analysis in the adoption of 

disaster management measures. 

COMMUNICATION4 

This chapter reviews government’s communications strategy during the different phases of the Covid-19 
lockdown. It examines the effectiveness of communication between the three spheres of government and 
various structures involved in the pandemic response, including government communications, public media, 
community media, private media, digital and social media, and organised civil society. It also assesses the extent 
to which the South African context of multilingualism, the rural–urban digital divide, and prohibitive data costs 
were considered in the implementation of the communications strategy. The chapter examines presidential 
communications and assesses how the government communication structure collaborated with community 
media. It includes community feedback on these communications and concludes with a series of 
recommendations with implications for both parliament and the national executive. The aim is to enhance 
government communication and empower the country’s people to cross the digital divide. 

 

South Africa has a highly diverse communications space where new media digital platforms exist 

alongside more traditional communication methods. A communications strategy for managing 

disasters involving various government departments and the Government Communication 

Information Service (GCIS) was used to mobilise the national response to the pandemic to ensure that 

 
3 Strydom, H. A., 2021. 
4 Della Togna, M., Garman, A., Adjin-Tettey, T. D., Diale, M., Hyera, F., Bukula, T., Halse, P., Petersen, F., Bombi, 
T. & Kleyn, L., 2021. 
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all the country’s people could be reached. Reporting lines were to NatJoints and the National 

Coronavirus Command Council under the leadership of the Minister in the Presidency responsible for 

Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation, Jackson Mthembu. South Africa’s Covid-19 communications 

strategy aimed to provide information, instil behavioural change, and increase awareness and 

compliance. It sought to allay fears, communicate government’s response, manage disinformation, 

and hear people’s concerns. A Crisis Communication Plan was developed, and the Department of 

Health tasked with ensuring that the messaging from government would be coherent, credible, and 

reliable. The GCIS secured resources and was responsible for ensuring the coherence of the 

communications strategy from national to provincial level and down to the district, municipal, local, 

and rural levels.  

Given the digital divide in South Africa, the media plan involved media outlets ranging from the digital 

(WhatsApp, social media, websites, and broadcast platforms) to the most direct, community-based 

forms of messaging. For example, GCIS officials and local public representatives used loudhailers on 

the streets of the smallest towns and rural villages. While the strategy sought to convey the necessity 

of complying with the lockdown regulations, the level of civic protests suggests that the strategy may 

not have been entirely successful. Documented use of excessive force by security personnel 

compromised government’s response and highlighted the need for genuine culture change within the 

security sector and a more humanitarian approach to crises. 

HEALTH SECTOR5 

This chapter provides a record of how the public and private sectors, the business and non-governmental 
sectors, and the academic and research sectors were mobilised during the Covid-19 pandemic.  It reviews the 
national response, using the health sector’s eight-stage implementation framework (preparation, prevention, 
surveillance, hotspot identification, lockdown regulations, quality medical care, psychosocial impact, and 
ongoing vigilance), and discusses some of the measures that helped prepare the health system for the 
anticipated surge in Covid-19 cases. 

 

South Africa arguably implemented some of the strictest Covid-19 restrictions worldwide in the earlier 

stages of the pandemic in an effort to contain the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus. At the vanguard of 

the interventions was the health sector response, led by the Minister of Health, Zweli Mkhize. The 

country mobilised multiple health resources through a cohesive response from the public and private 

sectors, as well as through solidarity support from business and non-governmental organisations, and 

expertise from the academic and research sectors. The health sector response was coordinated 

through the Incident Management Team, with expert advice from the Ministerial Advisory 

Committees, and involved multiple joint outbreak response committees.  

Preliminary evidence suggests that the health sector response has been comprehensive. The system 

benefited from the lockdown restrictions, particularly through reductions in emergency and trauma 

 
5 Moshabela, M., Pohl-Albertyn, C., Sifunda, S., Begg, K., Gijsbertsen, B., Reddy, P. & Essack, S., 2021. 
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cases and the decentralisation of chronic care services. While the healthcare system was resilient, 

provinces such as the Eastern Cape were under strain. Later in the year, the emergence of a new 

variant complicated the response to the second wave of the pandemic. Excess mortality numbers 

suggest that the impact of Covid-19 may have been more severe than initially documented.  

Socio-behavioural interventions were only introduced later in the pandemic, even though the risk 

faced by vulnerable communities had been highlighted very early on. The chapter recommends paying 

special attention to the implementation of preventative measures and the vaccine roll-out, as the 

country experiences multiple surges of the pandemic. Further research is also needed to investigate 

the drivers and effects of the excess deaths. The chapter concludes by underlining the need to improve 

surveillance, especially among vulnerable communities, strengthen outbreak prevention and 

containment measures, integrate behavioural interventions into the health sector to protect public 

health and well-being, and strengthen data systems to improve informed decision-making. 

EDUCATION SECTOR6 

The chapter on education focuses on the sector’s response to the pandemic and examines measures adopted 
by the education ministries to contain the spread of the virus while managing the academic  programme. The 
early childhood development sector is also covered. The chapter describes some of the complex policy 
decisions, including the closure of schools and the move to online learning, and how these exposed existing 
inequity and inequality in education. It shares some of the sector’s successes in implementing mitigation 
measures, such as the risk-adjusted, phased return of students, intensive collaboration with stakeholders, and 
the provision of  data and devices for online learning. 

 

The chapter contends that amid competing voices from many stakeholders, the education ministries 

had to make unprecedented, complex policy decisions, including the closure of schools and the move 

to online learning. Some of these decisions brought existing educational inequity and inequality into 

sharp focus. The digital divide meant poorer learners had little access to online learning, and the 

neoliberal idea of ‘homeschooling’ imposed responsibilities on parents, many of whom lack 

educational capital. When a phased approach to the reopening of schools was announced, measures 

were taken to contain the spread of the virus, curriculum content was decreased, and different 

timetable options were made available. The risk-adjusted, phased return of students; intensive 

collaboration with stakeholders to inform policy decisions; and the provision of data and devices for 

online learning were crucial.  

The reopening was not without challenges – more middle-class than working-class learners returned 

to school, and financial constraints in some schools and institutions of higher learning made complying 

with Covid-19 protocols impossible. That said, the education sector achieved significant successes in 

implementing mitigation measures during the pandemic. The sector, however, still needs to improve 

school infrastructure  – especially water, sanitation, and information and communications technology 

 
6 Mudaly, V., Mudaly, R. & Scholes, M., 2021. 
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(ICT) – and strengthen online learning platforms. At a deeper level, the assumption that middle-class 

families and students are representative of all South Africans needs to be challenged, as it results in 

interventions that are feasible only for a privileged minority. Therefore, decisions to close educational 

institutions and continue with learning at home must consider the spatial, infrastructural, and socio-

economic disadvantages of the majority of students.  

A key lesson of the pandemic is that the departments of education must assess the preparedness of 

educational institutions to operate safely under difficult conditions. This should include the availability 

of sanitisers, personal protective equipment (PPE), cleaning agents, and screening personnel. On early 

childhood development, keeping children out of early childhood development centres and crèches is 

not in the best interests of the child, and all children should be allowed to return to these institutions 

as soon as possible. 

IMPACT ON VULNERABLE GROUPS7 

This chapter reviews the socio-economic vulnerabilities that existed among people in South Africa before the 
pandemic. It assesses the extent to which the pandemic has affected people’s ability to meet their basic needs 
and exacerbated existing vulnerabilities, especially among groups such as refugees and migrants. The chapter 
also examines how the pandemic affected access to basic services and describes the social protection 
interventions implemented to alleviate the negative impact of the pandemic on people’s livelihoods. 

 

This chapter argues that Covid-19 has exposed and broadened people’s vulnerabilities and increased 

poverty and other risk factors, such as access to water, healthcare, and food. These impacts have been 

felt most strongly by women, children, elderly and disabled people, refugees, and migrants.  

The pandemic highlighted spatial inequalities in access to services. People who live in places that are 

overcrowded, with few basic services, have a much higher risk of contracting Covid-19. In some cases, 

social distancing was compromised or impossible as people congregated around water tankers, water 

storage tanks, and handwashing facilities. Government interventions were only short term and did 

not ensure regular access to water services in underserved communities. Hence, underlying 

vulnerabilities and problems persist. These require urgent attention, in preparation not only for 

successive waves of the pandemic but also for other crises.  

Food insecurity was already prevalent before the lockdown, as demonstrated by the indicators of 

stunting and hunger. Vulnerable groups, including children, would have been at a high risk of food 

insecurity before the lockdown and, as incomes contracted, throughout the pandemic. 

The social protection system was mobilised to alleviate the pandemic’s negative economic impacts on 

vulnerable individuals, households, and firms through higher grant amounts, the introduction of the 

Covid-19 social relief of distress grant, the expansion of the Unemployment Insurance Fund, and the 

 
7 Vogel, C., Maree, G., Köhler, T., Stanwix, B., Bhorat, H., Sodi, T., Ubomba-Jaswa, E., Drimie, S., Mbhenyane, X., 
Symington, E., Adebayo, P. & Ndinda, C., 2021. 
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introduction of the Temporary Employee/Employer Relief Scheme (TERS). These measures were 

largely in line with international responses. Considering the regressive distribution of job losses on 

workers in poor households, the measures were relatively well targeted and have provided much-

needed relief to millions of existing and previously unreached beneficiaries. However, many of these 

measures are ending. Given the progression of the pandemic and lockdown restrictions, government 

ought to consider extending various measures. Overall, it is reasonable to conclude that government 

was able to provide a far-reaching, expanded safety net that helped to mitigate the harsh economic 

impact of Covid-19.  

Access to healthcare has always been uneven, and the pandemic increased pressure on already 

overburdened health facilities, as discussed in more detail in the chapter on health. At the same time, 

many who needed such care tended to not reach out, for reasons such as a lack of access to transport, 

money pressures, and the risk of contracting Covid-19 at healthcare facilities. Government’s 

healthcare response has been relatively rapid, and the mobilisation of community health workers has 

helped to mitigate some of the negative effects of the pandemic on vulnerable groups.  

Migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers were disproportionately affected by the pandemic. Their 

marginality was exacerbated by the lockdown’s stringent containment measures, as ‘they found 

themselves suddenly jobless, being evicted from their homes, hungry, insecure, and trapped in 

dormitories or camps where adequate physical distancing is impossible’. Migrants and refugees who 

had residence permission suddenly became ‘illegal’, as their permits expired during the lockdown. 

Intervention by government and civil society helped alleviate the plight of these vulnerable groups.  

The chapter asserts that social assistance infrastructure has become even more important in this time 

and underlines the need for more nuanced data to help assess the impact of Covid- 19 on social 

security and the provision of basic services.  

GENDER EQUALITY8 

This chapter explores gender-responsive interventions to mitigate the negative impacts of the pandemic on 
women and girls, including on their access to sexual and reproductive health and rights, protection from 
domestic and other forms of gender-based violence, financial resources, decision-making, and access to 
effective remedies. It provides a gender analysis of government regulations during the pandemic and explores 
women’s risks and vulnerability under lockdown, gender-based violence, human settlements, maternal and 
child health, and sexual and reproductive health and rights. The case of Gauteng is analysed to assess the effect 
of the interventions at provincial level. 

 

Gender equality is entrenched in the South African Constitution, and women’s empowerment is a 

priority of the post-apartheid government. However, achieving gender equality remains a challenge. 

Government interventions during the Covid-19 pandemic sought to ensure that gains in women’s 

 
8 Ndinda, C., Moolman, B., Adebayo, P., Chimbwete, C., Ngungu, M., Maree, G., Parker, A., Lynch, I. & Shozi, 
M., 2021.  
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empowerment and gender equality would not be eroded. However, a review of regulations shows that 

while some government interventions referred to women and gender, most regulations used gender-

neutral language and so amplified women’s marginalisation. Women’s already marginal position in 

the economy also meant that few could access the various government measures intended to alleviate 

the impact of the pandemic and the lockdown. The pandemic and the lockdown exacerbated existing 

fault lines in gender equality and women’s empowerment. Overall, Covid-19 had a particularly 

negative effect on women in terms of employment, income, gender-based violence, access to housing 

and health services, and household and care responsibilities. Also, as they comprise the majority of 

frontline healthcare workers, relatively more women have been exposed infection.  

The chapter recommends that gender mainstreaming of government interventions be operationalised 

in a way that recognises how the complex intersection of key variables in women’s lives shape their 

experience of exclusion and marginalisation. It argues that a single lens approach that identifies 

patriarchy as the only basis of women’s oppression and gender inequality, while ignoring deeply 

entrenched racial inequality, is no longer feasible. There is, therefore, an urgent need to understand 

the differences among women in South Africa and to take these differences into account when 

implementing programmes and interventions during disasters such as the Covid-19 pandemic.  

MACROECONOMIC IMPACT AND POLICY9 

This chapter considers the devastating impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the economy, along with the fiscal 
and monetary policy responses to help mitigate against its economic fallout. The cross-cutting, interconnected 
nature of the effects of the pandemic and required policy responses has been one of the most problematic 
aspects of finding good and broadly accepted strategies for dealing with the pandemic. This has also created 
difficulty in isolating and measuring the impact of the pandemic on the economy. This chapter, therefore, only 
considers the overall impacts and trends at a macroeconomic level. 

 

At an aggregate level, 2020 saw the largest contraction in South Africa’s economic activity in a century. 

Covid-19 disrupted individual sectors in the economy in different ways. This was largely driven by 

differences in government lockdown regulations and response measures across sectors. In deciding 

on restrictions initially, government had to determine whether a sector was deemed essential or non-

essential. Inputs from macroeconomic policy authorities and industry stakeholders were considered 

in the formulation of the overall policy response, although public health considerations and stopping 

the spread of the virus were understandably given precedence. The pandemic necessitated large, 

coordinated, targeted and timely fiscal and monetary measures in terms of funding for public health 

and related interventions, measures to mitigate the economic fallout of the lockdown, and social 

safety nets to prevent hunger and ensure food security.   

Government also provided bridging liquidity to sustain companies and so facilitate a post-lockdown 

recovery, prevent insolvencies and lay-offs, and provide wage support. The monetary authorities 

 
9 Ajam, T. & Bohlmann, H. R., 2021.  
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responded swiftly, with the South African Reserve Bank reducing the repo (policy) rate from 6,25% 

before the pandemic to 3,5% by July 2020. Various banks and financial institutions granted distressed 

individuals and companies loan payment holidays and other forms of accommodation. The president 

also launched the Economic Reconstruction and Recovery Plan to stimulate the economy and boost 

its ailing infrastructure. Despite these unprecedented responses from policy authorities, current 

projections suggest a slow and difficult economic recovery ahead. 

The chapter argues that blanket bans and across-the-board lockdowns may not have struck the correct 

balance between protecting lives and protecting livelihoods and, hence, advocates for smarter and 

more targeted lockdowns. South Africa should not underestimate the need for a macroeconomy that 

is in a general state of readiness to deal with crises. The chapter argues that citizens were woefully 

exposed to the effects of the pandemic because of the fragile state of the economy and the inability 

of the fiscus to provide greater support. It further argues that a successful vaccination drive will help 

South Africa achieve herd immunity and allow a return to a normally functioning health and economic 

system. It concludes that ensuring a robust macroeconomy able to cope with large shocks will require 

stronger institutions, smart reforms, and greater accountability. 

AGRICULTURE AND THE FOOD SUPPLY CHAIN10 

This chapter addresses the direct and indirect impacts of the Covid-19 regulations on food supply chains and  on 
ports, production, trade, and employment in the agricultural sector. It illustrates how stakeholders in the value 
chain adapted to the Covid-19 regulations and assesses the need for support for selected sectors, such as the 
wine industry. The chapter concludes with recommendations. The annex and background research include a 
case study of a vulnerable group and broad reviews of three large commodity value chains. 

 

This chapter asserts that government regulations to contain the pandemic had a minimal impact on 

the food supply chain in terms of production, manufacturing, and retail, except for a few industries 

that were severely affected by the regulations. In many respects, this was because food was classified 

as an essential good.  

Collaboration between government and the industry was strong, and real-time communication and 

reporting mechanisms had been put in place (e.g., the Bureau for Food and Agricultural Policy’s End-

to-End Agro-Food Chain Tracker). These enabled regulations to be adjusted quickly in the first few 

weeks to allow the food supply chain to function more effectively. New, mutually beneficial 

relationships between government and the industry were built, which increased trust and should 

hopefully be strengthened and sustained after the pandemic. However, interviews showed that 

although the larger industries were approached by government, small businesses that were not part 

of formal organisations received only limited communication. This created significant difficulties and 

much confusion before and during the first few weeks of lockdown. 

 
10 Kirsten, J., Anelich, L., Meyer, F., Davids, T., Delport, M., Kapuya, T., Vermeulen, H., Sihlobo, W., Theron, N. & 
Scharler, U., 2021.  
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Overall, Covid-19 highlighted the interconnectedness between the formal agricultural sector and 

informal food traders. Restrictions on informal traders negatively affected several suppliers of 

agricultural products, as informal traders are responsible for about 40% of food trade. The restrictions 

on these traders also undermined the affordability and the accessibility of food for vulnerable people.  

Some government regulations were promulgated without a clear understanding of their impact on 

the food supply chain. Infrastructure to support the roll-out of and compliance with regulations and 

requirements was inadequate. Government also greatly underestimated the knock-on effects of 

decisions made before alert level 5. The highly regulated food industry is a complex web of 

interactions; it is extremely interconnected, and what happens at one point in the chain affects the 

entire chain, including the livelihoods of people operating in that vast industry.  

Communication between national government and the provincial and local levels was not well 

coordinated, resulting in confusion in enforcing regulations. Provinces also interpreted and enforced 

regulations differently, creating difficulties and confusion for food businesses with facilities in several 

provinces.  

The chapter analysed in detail the specific impacts on primary agricultural subsectors of the different 

lockdown regulations and the extent of the damages for specific industry. Most severely affected was 

the wine sector, floriculture, and smaller producers supplying the catering, restaurant, and hospitality 

industry. Government did not consider such an analysis in designing a relief programme for the sector. 

The chapter argues that government should rather have assessed the damage to individual sectors 

and provided targeted relief instead of a blanket relief programme. 

TOURISM AND LEISURE SECTORS11 

This chapter reviews the enormous impact of Covid-19 on the tourism industry both in South Africa and around 
the world. It discusses government’s targeted fiscal relief measures to assist hard-hit tourism operators and 
areas, as well as both government and industry’s non-fiscal support and recovery measures. It is clear that the 
pandemic continues to exert a drastic impact on the tourism sector, and the chapter uses international 
evidence to show the shifts in consumer demand and in the character and patterns of domestic tourism in 
North America, Europe, and Australia. Based on available evidence in South Africa, the chapter offers 
preliminary lessons and recommends some immediate interventions.  

 

Covid-19 triggered a profound crisis for the global tourism industry, having effectively halted the 

operations of the tourism sector around the world. As in the rest of the world, tourism businesses in 

South Africa have been hit hard by the pandemic and related restrictions on their operations. The first 

restriction was the closure of the country’s borders on 18 March 2020 for high-risk countries and from 

27 March 2020 for other international flights. Further operating restrictions under alert level 4, and 

for some also under alert level 3, meant that accommodation establishments, restaurants (except 

 
11 Rogerson, C. M., Rogerson, J. M. & Rivett-Carnac, K., 2021. 
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takeaways), visitor attractions, and the like could not trade. Perhaps the most telling statistic is that 

households spent 99,9% less on restaurants and hotels in the second quarter of 2020 than in the first.  

This chapter draws upon a range of sources to investigate South Africa’s tourism industry in the Covid-

19 environment. Considerable use is made of research studies produced by the Department of 

Tourism and its partner, South African Tourism, as well as findings from commissioned research for 

the Department of Tourism undertaken by the University of Johannesburg, which involved 60 primary 

interviews with tourism businesses around the impact of the pandemic and their adaptation 

strategies. Government instituted a number of targeted fiscal relief measures to assist hard-hit 

tourism operators and areas. Over time, these included the Tourism Relief Fund, the Tourist Guides 

Fund, and the Tourism Equity Fund, the Industrial Development Corporation’s Covid-19 Distressed 

Funding, and others. Both government and industry also provided non-fiscal support to firms. 

The Tourism Relief Fund that launched early in the pandemic was quickly depleted, provided relief 

only to registered businesses, and was not sufficiently capitalised. Given the decimation of tourism 

income and the continuing low levels of operational income in key tourism industries (e.g., restaurants 

and accommodation), the scale of funding relief to tourism businesses is unlikely to have been 

sufficient to stem job losses and business closures; this could be because of the poor state of the 

country’s public finances. 

Arguably, TERS funding has been most important for the survival of businesses, jobs and livelihoods 

in South Africa’s tourism economy. The potential termination of this wage support is likely to have 

seriously negative consequences for many tourism employees, their families and communities. The 

impending permanent closure of many businesses is a threat to local economies and community 

livelihoods. The danger of closures is worsened by the pandemic’s trajectory, continued travel 

restrictions (especially on international tourism), and the slow roll-out of vaccinations. 

According to the Department of Tourism, their strategy was not limited to the provision of financial 

support; instead, they focused on helping tourism operations reopen as soon possible. Takeaway and 

sit-down restaurants were supported to ensure their early operationalisation, as was the use of 

tourism establishments as quarantine sites. To this end, the tourism sector was one of the first to 

develop and enforce protocols and translate them into directives.  

The Covid-19 pandemic has heightened awareness of the importance of tourism experiences and 

consumption for people and local communities. It also continues to exert a drastic impact on the 

tourism sector and may well significantly reform future landscapes and services. Considerable 

international evidence exists of shifts in consumer demand and in the character and patterns of 

domestic tourism, and other changes may well emerge in the foreseeable future.   
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TRANSPORT SECTOR12 

This chapter assesses the impact of various Covid-19-related restrictions on the transport sector and reviews 
government measures to reduce viral transmission in the use of transport. It also reflects on the disparities in 
the provision of transport in South Africa and how the ‘new normal’ and work arrangements affect the sector.  

 

The Covid-19 lockdown and the ban on international travel have had a massive effect on South Africa’s 

transport sector. Restrictions on the movement of people and goods under the Disaster Management 

Act were supplemented by sector-specific regulations that included cross-border road transport, air 

services, seaports, public transport services, railway operations, and the provision of transport 

services in general. The financial impact on public transport services has been substantial: 

• Rail services initially came to a standstill, and pre-existing management problems, especially 

around security contracts, contributed to widescale vandalism and theft during the lockdown. Rail 

operators have found it difficult to resume services at previous levels.  

• Bus operators reported significant disruption and sizeable operating losses. Long-distance bus 

services incurred standing costs without generating any fare revenue, resulting in some of the 

services closing down.  

• Minibus taxi operators were severely affected by capacity restrictions and (ongoing) lower 

demand, as commuters remain very aware of the risks of transmission on public transport.  

• The ban on travel also translated into lower revenue for airlines (which had already been in a 

financial predicament), cross-border transport services, and sea cruise operations.  

Covid-19 has changed the face of transport and underscored disparities in its provision. With more 

flexibility in the business environment and more people working from home, transport patterns and 

the utilisation of transport modes have changed. With most people not having the option to work 

from home, walking, cycling and minibus taxis continue to fill the gap.  

The pandemic offers the chance to address systemic issues in the sector through, for example, a more 

equitable public transport subsidy policy, travel demand management initiatives, and better 

integration between modes of transport to enhance sustainability. It also underscores the need for 

robust business continuity plans in the transport sector. 

Conflicting medical advice on the risk posed by public transport created uncertainty about the use of 

public transport services. This severely affected services such as Gautrain, which is used mainly by 

people who have access to private vehicles. Unambiguous, scientifically supported messaging is, 

therefore, vital. 

The resources required to implement lockdown regulations seem not to have been properly 

estimated. It was assumed, for example, that operators in different sectors would finance the 

implementation of the regulations; however, the operators had structural cash flow constraints. The 

 
12 Bruwer, M., Andersen, S. J. & Mokonyama, M., 2021. 



Chapter 1. Overview First Edition Country Report 26 

pandemic provided opportunities for creating and strengthening partnerships between government 

and minibus-taxi operators through the relief package. However, mutual agreement could not be 

reached, highlighting the distance that government and paratransit operators must still go to allow 

greater cooperation.  

OTHER SELECTED ECONOMIC SECTORS13 

The Covid-19 pandemic and the resulting national lockdown sharply reduced consumption and production in 
various sectors of the economy. This chapter focuses on selected sectors within the economic sector where 
the impact of the pandemic was less clear cut, such as mining, manufacturing, tobacco, finance, and real estate.  

 

The Covid-19 pandemic and the resulting lockdown measures arguably amplified existing economic 

challenges, such as unemployment, poverty, and inequality. Consumption and production were 

sharply reduced in sectors such as mining, tourism, transport, tobacco, and various manufacturing 

subsectors. The negative effect on the public sector and essential workers was much more modest, 

but, overall, there was a significant cost in the form of lost livelihoods, a massive demand shock, and 

a loss of business and consumer confidence. 

In the mining sector, production declined by about 10–12% in 2020. This was, however, offset by 

higher commodity prices (e.g., platinum, gold, and iron ore), and the value of mineral sales was 

actually higher in 2020 than in 2019. Also, government, employers and labour were firmly committed 

to working together to mitigate the impact of the pandemic on the sector.  

In the fragile manufacturing sector, the pandemic hastened the process of deindustrialisation, and 

smaller businesses were badly affected. While the sector has rebounded from the sharp declines seen 

during the hard lockdown, production is not yet back to pre-pandemic levels. Positive signs include 

the repurposing of local capacity and the growing use of information technology.  

The tobacco sales ban seems to have been counterproductive. It had only a limited impact on the 

prevalence of smoking, but the already strained fiscus lost about R6 billion in excise revenue during 

the ban. More significantly, the sales ban entrenched illicit distribution channels.  

The financial sector was deemed to provide essential services. Two concerns in this sector are the 

structural constraints to access to finance by small and microenterprises, despite initiatives to provide 

liquidity, and the longer-term adverse effect of the pandemic on the short-term insurance sector. The 

impact on the real estate sector was not uniform. The retail sector suffered significantly, and many 

retailers required rent relief. Industrial and residential property was more resilient.  

 
13 Durrheim, R. J., Kraemer-Mbula, E., van Walbeek, C., Ngalawa, H., Akinsomi, O. & Thorne, J., 2021. 
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INFRASTRUCTURE SECTOR RESPONSE14 

This chapter examines the role of the infrastructure sector departments, primary service providers (e.g., 
Eskom, Transnet, and the water boards), employees and private sector players in maintaining continuity of 
infrastructure services during the Covid-19 pandemic. It assesses the energy, water, and sanitation sectors, ICT 
and telecommunications, and transport and construction. The chapter concludes with preliminary lessons. 

 

Power, water, telecommunications, and transport services underpin economic and social activity. 

Preliminary data suggests a substantial drop in electricity demand during the lockdown, which allowed 

Eskom to carry out additional short-term maintenance to address reliability issues in its generation 

fleet. Eskom’s response to Covid-19 was led centrally by its strategic Emergency Response Command 

Centre. The pandemic exposed the existing coverage and reliability problems within the water and 

sanitation sector. These problems compelled government to respond with emergency supplies to 

water-stressed communities, which were expensive and temporary. Demand for ICT services also 

escalated rapidly as employees switched to working from home, and students and learners sought 

online teaching resources.  

While role players generally managed to keep services going during the pandemic, the broader context 

is less favourable. South Africa requires long-term, sustainable solutions; it must learn from the 

pandemic and ensure that priorities for post-pandemic recovery are driven by lessons from the social, 

economic, and fiscal consequences of the health crisis. This requires functioning institutions, fit-for-

purpose infrastructure, trustworthy relationships, and systems and processes for long-term recovery 

and resilience and, indeed, for addressing growing threats such as social inequality and climate 

change. Some of the challenges experienced by the power sector were related to the national 

permitting system, which was deemed cumbersome. It could easily have been streamlined by allowing 

designated essential service employees to use their access cards for the first two weeks of lockdown 

while permits were being printed. Furthermore, permits issued under a higher level of lockdown 

should be valid for lower levels without needing to be reissued. Coordination with disaster responders 

in other sectors, however, proved very helpful; this demonstrated the benefits to be gained from 

openness to learning from others and sharing knowledge. 

Water and sanitation infrastructure is crucial for a healthy society, especially during a public health 

crisis like Covid-19. Ensuring a safe and reliable water supply and maintaining proper sanitation 

become ever more critical. Limited access, low reliability, and poor quality of WASH (water, sanitation 

and hygiene) infrastructure present risks to vulnerable groups in both rural and urban areas. The 

pandemic revealed infrastructure investment backlogs, coverage gaps, and inequalities. It also 

emphasised the large service disparities that still exist between provinces. Government measures to 

provide emergency supplies of water storage tanks and water tankers for water-stressed communities 

and schools did not leave a legacy towards closing these gaps. The pandemic’s impact on the water 

 
14 Goode, R., Carter-Brown, C., van Heerden, R., Calitz, J., Wright, J., Momba, N. B. M., Sithole, M. H. & 
Verhaeghe, B., 2021. 
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and sanitation subsector includes revenue losses for utilities, the exposure of capacity gaps, 

maintenance failures, and the deferment of capital expenditure programmes.  

As they are responsible for water, sanitation, and basic municipal services, municipalities were at the 

frontline of the pandemic response. They face a deepening financial crisis, which undermines their 

role of maintaining services and operating infrastructure. Subnational governments are critical for 

supporting vulnerable households and communities and facilitating the economic recovery (especially 

among small businesses). Lessons from the pandemic include creating a local equivalent of district 

command councils and using ward-based approaches for response measures. Sustainable public 

finance for subnational governments remains an unsolved problem. 

ICT infrastructure and services use surged as the lockdown and the need for social distancing required 

people to conduct their business in different ways. The pandemic highlighted both ICT’s enabling role 

and gaps in coverage and access. In this regard, recommendations include a proposal by the ICT 

industry to use the spare fibre capacity of state-owned enterprises for the health and education sector 

and to prioritise licensing of spectrum in underserviced areas. Lessons from the construction sector 

recommend drawing upon the expertise of industry bodies to develop emergency response protocols 

that would improve the sector’s resilience to any future disasters. 

INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION, TRADE AND SECURITY15 

This chapter describes how the South African government has used its engagement with global and regional 
organisations, forums, and other external actors in the economic, security, and health areas to deal with the 
Covid-19 pandemic. It gives a brief overview of the pandemic’s impact on the country’s international economic 
relations and then reviews South Africa’s engagement with the rest of the world. This is followed by a 
discussion of its interactions with its key international interlocutors during the pandemic and the outcome of 
these interactions.  

 

This chapter argues that South Africa has made effective use of its international relations in dealing 

with the pandemic. It was able to benefit from its international relations during the pandemic because 

it has invested time in building and sustaining these relations and building credibility with its 

interlocutors over a number of years. This assisted in ensuring that the country received technical, 

financial, and human resource support from the international community. A country’s credibility and 

effectiveness in international affairs are enhanced if it takes a strategic and realistic approach to 

foreign policymaking and implementation.  

It is important for the country to have a clear strategy for communicating with all domestic and 

international stakeholders about government’s international actions. Much of the groundwork for 

international relations takes place behind the scenes and is not obvious to either domestic 

stakeholders or international audiences; the risk of misinterpretation is therefore not insignificant. An 

effective international communications strategy can help mitigate risks and build support for the 

 
15 Bradlow, D., Kapueja, L., Qobo, M. & Sidiropoulos, E., 2021.  
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positions being taken by the country. This can be strengthened by the monitoring and evaluation of 

the strategy to enable policymakers to understand whether the intended results have been achieved 

and to develop institutional memory that will contribute to more effective responses to future crises. 

CIVIL SOCIETY RESPONSES16 

This chapter describes how civil society mobilised in response to the felt impact of the Covid-19 pandemic in 
South Africa. It reflects on how families and communities were supported by local networks and community-
based organisations; how housing, youth, and trade union movements rallied to protect the interests of the 
groups they support; and how the contribution of the research and analysis offered by academia shaped civil 
society’s response to the pandemic. In describing specific mobilisation strategies, the chapter looks at how civil 
society helped reduce the risk of new Covid-19 infections, how it joined forces to help feed millions of people 
during the hard lockdown, and the advocacy work for the reduction of alcohol-related harm and support for 
foreign nationals and migrants, among other initiatives. 

 

This review of civil society responses shows the undeniable goodwill and contribution of many 

thousands of South Africans acting in solidarity as a vibrant and creative civil society. The chapter 

argues that civil society’s efforts have not always been solicited, appreciated, or supported by 

government. In the early days of the pandemic, civil society was absent from the consultative 

processes, as medical experts, scientists, and the private sector were prioritised. Even in the 

establishment of entities such as the Solidarity Fund, government turned primarily to the private 

sector rather than to disaster relief entities or civil society experts. Civil society formations have been 

deeply affected by the pandemic, in terms of both the work they do and how they do it. Many 

organisations have had to pause and even abandon their routine programmes, replacing these with 

food relief initiatives, efforts to provide PPE, and campaigns to promote social distancing. They also 

faced a mismatch between their material resources and the extraordinary demand for food, PPE, 

psychosocial services, and education. The struggle for material resources is nothing new, as most civil 

society formations rely on donor support, which is often short term and unpredictable. However, they 

now have to cater for both existing, pre-Covid-19 needs and new, pandemic-specific demands when 

access to funding is at an all-time low. Another challenge is managing the tension between short-term, 

pandemic-related needs and the long-term strategies necessary for their survival. Some are losing 

their original character and focusing on providing Covid-19 support. Others have depleted resources 

intended for long-term strategic positioning and may have difficulty reformulating their purpose 

beyond the pandemic.   

Overall, while Covid-19 has stretched and tested the capacities and purposes of many civil society 

formations, evidence suggests they have been rising to the challenge of helping the most vulnerable 

communities. The chapter therefore recommends that government develop stronger routine 

engagement with civil society to promote collaboration and effective partnership. In particular, the 

 
16 Jobson, J., Alexander, K., Horwitz, D., Idahosa, G. E., Kalla, S., Kritzinger, C., Mokgele, K., Mutekwe, P., 
Roman, N., van Noordwyk, J-M., Zembe, Y. & Zembe-Mkabile, W., 2021. 
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representation of civil society on formal consultative bodies is crucial in ensuring that the unique 

contribution of the sector is heard and valued. 

PROVINCIAL AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT CASE STUDIES 17 

This chapter reflects on the role of the provincial and local spheres of government in transforming national 
strategies into real-time actions to manage the negative effects of the pandemic and reduce its spread. It 
considers how provinces and local government adapted existing methods of governance and strategies to plan 
appropriate interventions. The chapter assesses some of these interventions and discusses their attempts to 
address the twin challenge of growing inequalities and mitigating the spread of Covid-19. It is based on reports 
from eight provinces: the Eastern Cape, the Free State, Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo, Mpumalanga, the 
Northern Cape, and the Western Cape. 

 

The case studies in this chapter provided some insights into the measures used to reduce the spread 

of Covid-19 at subnational level. The data submitted by the provinces showed that the socio-economic 

contexts in each province determined the methods it used to combat the spread of the virus. Such 

measures had to ensure people’s well-being and meet their basic needs. Although provinces focused 

on mitigating the spread of Covid-19, they were at the coal face of ensuring that basic needs have 

been met (e.g., by distributing food parcels) and tracking the spread of the virus. In the health sector, 

provinces had to transform national pronouncements into tangible realities, such as field hospitals 

and extra beds.  

Positive experiences include provinces using existing communication systems to create awareness of 

the pandemic and impress on people the need to take basic precautions. They creatively used existing 

data and combined it with new data to establish lists of indigent households in need of food support. 

Some also tried to provide nutritious food rather than food that simply satiated hunger. 

Negative experiences include hierarchical problems, where the positions of actors in the provincial 

organisation did not allow for the free flow of information and experience sharing. This was also 

apparent at the level of interprovincial and province–government collaboration. Some provinces had 

difficulties working on common Covid-19-related projects with other role players. The private-public 

partnerships, especially in health, did not always materialise, possibly because preconceived ideas 

about each other got in the way of collaboration. 

The chapter highlights a number of institutional concerns and gaps in the system that could interfere 

with implementation. There are limitations in the cooperation between sectors within a province, 

between provinces, and between the three spheres of government. There were also gaps in 

communication systems, in expertise between provinces, and in infrastructure, especially between 

 
17 Ngeleza, B., Moore, R., Gotz, G., Rispel, L., Marshall, C., Matiwane, B., Muthathi, S., Nkonki, L., Ramokgopa, 
M., Turok, I., Schönfeldt, H. C., Barnard, U., Muller, C., Pretorius, B., Human-Vogel, S., Mesthrie, R., Makalele, 
L., Joseph, C., Akhalwaya, I., Kekana, H., Mlondo, N., Ishmail, Z., Mwangolela, T., Vallabh, S., Nogwili, P., 
Mazibuko, F., Bob, U., Moshabela, M., Khanyile, N. & Mokobi, J., 2021. 
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rural and urban areas. Together, the reports submitted by the eight provinces provide insights into 

how they managed the pandemic and identifies successes and areas for improvement.  

CONCLUSION 
This first edition of the South Africa Covid-19 Country Report assesses the government response to 

the pandemic from the initial phases up to March 2021. Given that the pandemic is ongoing, this is a  

living document that will be updated as the situation unfolds and new data becomes available. 
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