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COVID-19 PANDEMIC… 
 

The measures taken by local and global 
authorities to deal with the spread of the 
pandemic have brought global activity, 
productivity and economic progress to 
a very rapid halt. In short, lockdown and 
quarantine have had the effect of pushing 
the reset button on how the world lives 
and operates. How the post-COVID-19 
world is going to live and operate is filled 
with uncertainty. Global equity markets 
have reacted very swiftly and fell by 34% 
in a short space of time. An oil price war 
broke out and the price of Brent Crude oil 
fell by 67%. Around 17 million Americans 
have lost their jobs and South Africa’s 
credit ratings have all been downgraded 
to non-investment status. In the month of 
March, the world order was shattered as a 
healthcare crisis rapidly spawned a global 
economic and financial crisis as well. 

In a very positive development, 
governments and authorities 
worldwide have reacted very swiftly 
to put in place measures to combat 
and contain the COVID-19 pandemic 
and to do whatever they can to limit 
the economic damage to the global 
economy. Governments have been 
resorting to Wartime Production, 
State of Emergency and National 
Disaster decrees to be able to enforce 
the measures that they believe 
are essential to combat the virus 
pandemic. Central banks, lending 
institutions and private individuals 
across the globe are injecting trillions 
of dollars into their economies while 
most of their citizens and all  
non-essential businesses are under 
strict lockdown conditions. 
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THE GLOBAL COVID-19 PANDEMIC HAS TRIGGERED  
EVENTS AND CONSEQUENCES THAT STRETCH FAR  
BEYOND HEALTHCARE ALONE.

It is estimated that current fiscal 
and monetary stimulus amounts 
to around $6 trillion, equal to 
roughly 6.5% of global GDP. 
In terms of policy response, the 
Monetary Policy Committee of the 
SA Reserve Bank has cut the repo rate 
by 200 basis points already as part of an 
unprecedented local economic stimulus 
package and South African officials are 
also currently in talks with the New 
Development Bank (NDB, also called the 
BRICs bank) on a $1bn loan to provide 
the government with funds to combat 
the health emergency. In addition, our 
authorities are also contemplating a 
$60 million loan from the World Bank. 

It is not all plain sailing though as many 
governments do not have a blueprint 
for tackling these synchronized threats 
and even where there is serious intent, 
resources are sorely lacking. However, 
what is really pleasing is the extent to 
which these crises are bringing people 
and institutions together to come up with 
appropriate solutions. Selected South 
African examples are enlightening as the 
co-operation between the government, 
the private sector and academia becomes 
evident. News24 reports that within a 
space of 24 hours, the government’s 
chief scientist, Professor Salim Abdool 
Karim (an expert in immunology and 
infectious diseases with academic chairs 
at universities including KwaZulu-Natal 

and Harvard), finance minister Tito 
Mboweni, SA Reserve Bank Governor 
Lesetja Kganyago and organized 
business, represented by a new umbrella 
organization called Business for SA, 
announced an array of initiatives and 
plans to mitigate against the destructive 
impact of the coronavirus on public 
health, the economy and livelihoods. 
The executive chairperson of financier 
Rothschild and Co in South Africa, 
Martin Kingston who is one of the 
co-ordinators of the Business for SA 
initiative, said organized business was 
in constant, “dynamic” contact with 
the government, including President 
Cyril Ramaphosa and various ministers. 

There is a receptiveness 
from the government to 
our proposals. There are 
unprecedented levels 
of co-operation and 
collaboration between 
the government and 
private sector in this 
time of need,” he said. 
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Professor Karim heads up the ministerial 
advisory group providing Health Minister 
Zweli Mkhize with data. This advisory 
group, which consists of 45 experts 
serving on four subcommittees, meets 
almost daily to assess the evolving 
health crisis. Kingston told reporters the 
Business for SA initiative consisted of 
seven workstreams working closely with 
the government, including healthcare 
(which is driving the national ventilator 
project), economic interventions 
(alongside the National Treasury, SA 
Reserve Bank and Department of Trade 
and Industry) and labour (as part of 
Nedlac consultations). He added that 
the country would not have any choice 
but to “aggressively restructure the 
economy” after the virus subsides. 
“Less than 50% of the economy is 
functioning, and 60% of small- to 
medium-sized businesses have started 
or are considering retrenchments.” 

While there are many global examples 
of businesses collaborating under these 
extraordinary conditions to produce 
essential medical equipment and search 
for a vaccine, the hope is that the world 
order post-COVID-19 is one in which this 
kind of collaboration across industries, 
business interests and political ambitions 
can continue. 

In South Africa President Cyril 
Ramaphosa currently has a very 
strong hand and his leadership 
abilities are now becoming more 
apparent. 
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The need to deal with COVID-19 has 
rapidly brought together a public-private-
partnership with crisis management 
capability. This has happened very 
swiftly and hopefully very effectively. 
In fact, almost as an aside, South African 
Airways has now been dealt with, as the 
department of public enterprises said 
government cannot agree to the latest 
request for a further R10 billion bailout 
to sustain the business rescue process 
and nor will government provide any 
further guarantees to SA to facilitate 
borrowing. Other inefficient state-owned 
enterprises must now sit up and take 
note. Tito Mboweni said he will take a set 
of proposals to “revitalise” the economy 
to the Cabinet on Wednesday 15 April, 
calling it “a huge agenda item” and saying 
he would personally announce the 
decisions taken by the national executive 
afterwards. The speed at which these 
proposals and their airing is happening is 
a source of further encouragement. 

Global equity markets have bounced off 
their 23 March lows and in aggregate have 
moved up by 25%. The South African 
equity market has also rallied by around 
27%. The price of Brent Crude oil has 
bounced up by roughly 25% although it is 
still well below where it started in 2020. 
Commentary suggests that the positive 
rally in global equity markets is based 
on the expectation that the healthcare 
authorities will be successful in their 
attempts to rapidly bring to market an 
effective COVID-19 vaccine and that 
although most global economies will 
see a very sharp and deep recession in 
2020, 2021 will be a year of meaningful 

improvement in global growth off the 
very low 2020 base. 

The next few months will be rooted 
in uncertainty. The pandemic, and the 
way it is handled by governments across 
the globe, will continue to dictate 
how we go about our daily lives until 
an effective vaccine can be developed 
and made available on a global scale. 
Where authorities believe that they have 
contained the spread of the virus or where 
economic damage and rising social unrest 
overrides health concerns, the phased 
lifting of lockdown may begin. Fortunately, 
South Africa will not have to take the lead 
in the easing of lockdown conditions as 
other countries have already stated their 
intention to start lifting some of their 
restrictions and their progress will provide 
a useful blueprint for our authorities. 

A sincere hope is that the seven 
workstreams that have been set up to 
deal with the current crises that we are 
faced with become a permanent feature 
of the public-private landscape in South 
Africa and that post-COVID-19, attention 
can be turned to challenges such as the 
National Health Insurance, Eskom and the 
need to stimulate economic growth to 
deal with other pressing long-term issues 
such as unemployment in the country, 
the huge economic cost of inefficient 
commuter travel in congested cities, the 
provision of basic services and overall 
effective operation of government and 
many private businesses as well. President 
Cyril Ramaphosa may well now have the 
springboard that he needs to effectively 
lead the country. 

2020 WILL BE A VERY TOUGH YEAR FOR A VERY LARGE PORTION OF 
THE GLOBAL POPULATION BUT ALREADY HOPE IS BEING EXPRESSED 
THAT HEALTHCARE IMPROVEMENTS WILL BE VISIBLE LATER IN 2020 
AND THAT AS WE HEAD INTO 2021 POSITIVE ECONOMIC PROGRESS 
WILL ALSO MATERIALISE. HOWEVER, OUR MOST POWERFUL 
DEFENCE MECHANISM AGAINST THIS BARRAGE OF HEALTHCARE, 
ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL CRISES WILL BE PATIENCE.


