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TO MY MIND, AN APT OXYMORON OF THE 
Covid-19 era is a quote from Vikings on Netflix: 
“The only thing I don’t know, is that I know 
that I don’t know.” Stupendous! As we float 

through the wilderness, the oxymoron resonates so well 
with the general view that we are “doing well if we are less 
wrong”. Sounds absurd. Wikipedia defines ‘absurdism’ as “a 
philosophy that refers to the fundamental nature of conflict 
in human tendency to find meaning and inherent value in 
life and inability in the same in a purposeless existence in an 
irrational universe”. Confusing? Let’s admit that despite the 
fourth industrial revolution, reliance on big data, algorithms 
and scientific advancement, we are lost while dealing with 
Covid-19. Little did I know on March 15 2020 when I left Cape 
Town after a memorable lunch with my son, Sid, at Le Chêne 
(Leeu Collection) in Franschhoek that I was entering a world 
where we would be planning our battles, day after day, sitting 
in front of my computer screen on a lifeline called ‘Zoom’.

Like any other journey, mine has been tumultuous, with the 
usual sprinkling of condiments that spice everyone’s life.

My own experiences have endured the 1991 Gulf War, the 
Asian crisis in 1994, the dotcom meltdown in 2000 and the 
global financial crisis in 2008. 

On the whole, it has been turbo-charged and on steroids; I 
have embraced the good and the bad. 

Until Covid-19. 
After four decades of work experience, it’s uncharted 

territory when you abruptly feel numb, almost stoical. Not 
surprisingly, I have reflected on life a lot more in the last two 
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Let’s admit that despite the fourth 
industrial revolution, reliance on big data, 
algorithms and scientific advancement, 
we are lost while dealing with Covid-19.

months than ever before. Is there a message 
that we were all forced to stay at home at the 
same time and rethink our priorities? When 
traffic jams disappeared and pollution lifted, 
we could see the sky clearer than ever before. 
Is there a metaphor in this sublime vision? Is 
this a message from Him?

While pondering for answers, the word 
‘reborn’ frequently comes to mind. This 

happened to me once before, in 1982, when 
I had a near-death experience during 
an operational task in the military. That 
experience changed my existence as it made 
me realize that life is fragile and while we 
think we are in control; we seldom are. 

The flip side was that it also taught 
me that life is precious and you can savor 
it completely, if you are not limited by 
your imagination. Armed with this belief, 
my entire approach to life has been 
philosophical, nomadic and cautiously (very) 
optimistic as I traversed my rebirth from 
being a soldier to an entrepreneur. 

I have accepted that life will never be a 
bed of roses and is, in many ways, a ‘dance of 
the seven veils’ – “the incremental disclosure 
of tantalizing bits of information”. The 
pundits infer that we live in cycles of eight 
to 10 years of ‘bulls and bears’ and events, 
largely manmade, are unveiled that lead to 
disruption and help us course-correct; we 
believe for the better. It is because of this 
confidence in the future that a few weeks 
back, I wrote about ‘the optimist’s theory of 
mitigation’; irrespective of circumstances 
and adversity, we subconsciously coerce our 
minds to believe that over time, all risks can 
and will be mitigated.

I am not going to dwell on the causes of 

the pandemic, the rhetoric or data that we are exposed to 
daily. Neither is it opportune to dwell on how leaders are 
dealing with the pandemic; we need to go with the belief 
that everyone is doing their best and that a solution will 
be found. As human beings, we are wired to succeed or we 
will die trying to. Like everyone else, I am a firm believer 
that we will be reborn after this crisis that has shaken, 
and in part, uprooted the very foundation that we have 
become so complacent about. The worst, woefully, is yet 
to come; the true impact will be seen when H1 and Q3 
2020 results are announced. 

At a time like this, it helps to look at the numbers. 
On May 4, I watched Kristalina Georgieva, Managing 
Director of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), on 
CNBC Africa, as she talked about the role of the IMF in 
times of crises and the $1 trillion (four times more than 
what had been provided for the financial crisis in 2008) 
war chest secured for appeals from 90 countries in dealing 
with the pandemic; that is roughly 35%-40% of the entire 
GDP of sub-Saharan Africa. 

In her very erudite engagement, Ms Georgieva also 
reiterated the need for closing the social gap and ensuring 
that the impact is felt at the lowest economic strata of 
society. Guaranteeing that poverty will be alleviated has 
been the mantra of every leader; politicians use it during 
elections, business uses it for tax breaks, philanthropists 
through concerns, and socialites enjoy the feel-good 
factor. It has taken the dimension of corporate social 
responsibility, triple bottom line (profit, people and 
planet) and more recently, impact investing. If this was 
truly the objective of society, it’s not difficult to achieve 
this goal. 

Continuing to look at our magical numbers, global 
GDP is flirting around $100 trillion and total global debt 
is around $250 trillion (give or take a few trillion). The 
market capitalization of the 60 main exchanges in the 
world is around $70 trillion. In terms of profitability, 
just the S&P 500 companies were projected to deliver 
approximately $1.5 trillion in profits in 2020, the global 
banking sector would deliver profits of $250 billion to 
$300 billion and the technology sector approximately 
$356 billion. These numbers are larger than the GDPs of 
most countries. The numbers for Africa are not as high 
but there are thousands of businesses that are doing well 
and will continue to do so after the pandemic is over. It’s 
therefore, clear that while we have problems from time to 
time, we also have the resources to fix them; many times 
over. Hence, it’s time for us to go back to the drawing 
board and start from zero by redefining our purpose, the 
difference we need to make and the legacy we will leave.
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The management gurus are already rewriting our 
textbooks about the ‘new normal’; they are forecasting 
changing consumer needs and modified means to 
servicing them, evolved business models, conservation 
of cash, technology becoming expeditiously integral 
to our lives, more people working from home and 
international travel norms changing as will a number of 
other activities. Some businesses will shut down, others 
will consolidate, some will adapt and many new ones 
will emerge; the skills needed will change and therefore, 
the whole value chain of education will evolve. 

The agricultural universe will be redefined and food 
security will be a global priority. The most important 
change will be the revival of entrepreneurship in the 
basic character of people, derailed by the myth or 
comfort zone of job security. Experts have ordained 
the need for greater collaboration and forming regional 
alliances so that there is closer cooperation between 
nations and indigenization between blocks. These 
have been done many times before but the conflicts of 
interest and desire to control will supersede the need 
for larger good. These are undisputable consequences 
but will not lead to a change in inequality levels. 

The plight of the poor will not be addressed 
because the agenda has not changed. I believe that the 
message is being lost once again and we are missing an 
opportunity for real change.

In this difficult period, governments are taking the 
lead in helping their citizens; it is a natural expectation. 
However, elected governments have to walk a fine line 
between what they can do as populist actions; actions 
that can hurt their electoral currency and even more 
importantly, appease the powerful lobbies that keep 
them in office. Not all their actions therefore will 
meet the stipulated results; neither will they have the 
resources to solve all problems. They do, however, 
have the power to legislate the right policies to transfer 
prosperity. Other than government, we have witnessed 
a number of multilaterals like the IMF, the World Bank 
and many others provide immediate relief to essential 
services such as healthcare, food, pharmaceuticals 
and research for a vaccine. However, in other sectors, 
the unemployment rate has shot up and will continue 
to grow. In some sectors, it was inevitable, like the 
retail, real estate, tourism and hospitality sectors. 
The maximum impact has and will continue to be in 
the SME space that employs up to 70% of the work 
force. This segment is unlikely to get support from the 
banking sector owing to unrealistic criteria and will 
be crippled. The measures required are at two levels. 
The first is the short-term where large corporates, 

commercial banks and other financial institutions need 
to come to the party; we have not seen this happening 
yet. This is not about providing debt through well-crafted 
financial products and creating additional encumbrances 
on small business. There is a need for the large corporates 
sitting with cash to unlock their cash and help small 
businesses in their respective value chain to be able to 
sustain through this period and beyond. This sacrifice 
requires, if necessary, reducing the size of their own 
retained earnings, balance sheets and profitability. By 
doing so, they will ensure their own business continuity. 
This may come at a cost for the immediate term but the 
ecosystem will be preserved.  

The second deals with medium- to long-term 
development. If we are to be truly reincarnated, the script 
must be rewritten and inequality must be the first value 
for rehabilitation. In reality, even though resources are 
abundant, the gaps have continued to widen and the 
levels of poverty have increased. This is largely because of 
how we have developed the economic value chain; people 
that make the most money are the financial engineers 
who are trading stocks and not those sweating in the field 
manufacturing products and delivering services. The 
cocoa, sugar or chicken farmer make 6% of the amount 
that the retailer makes selling the finished products, 
who in turn makes 50% less than the equity trader, who 
makes the most money trading on the stock. Anna, the 
tea lady in our office in Johannesburg, was charged an 
annual interest rate of 26% by one of the top banks to 
pay the college fees for her only son; no recourse. This is 
exploitation and needs to change through radical reforms 
of our entire banking system and the capital markets to 
harbor on making them very efficient but not for profit; 
the profit needs to be reinvested at the grassroots level. 
We need more farmers ploughing the fields, as at the end 
of the day, we cannot eat “paper stock”. 

The pollution has lifted; we should see our 
metamorphosis clearly now. Choices are ours to make 
and we must reconsider our priorities. 

Large corporates, 
commercial banks 
and other financial 
institutions need to come 
to the party; we have not 
seen this happening yet.


