
Dear Fellow South African,
 
Welcome to the first weekly message 'From the Desk of the President'. Each week, I will discuss some 
of the issues that interest and concern South Africans, and talk about the work we are doing in govern-
ment to tackle these issues. I hope you will find it useful.
 
Almost everyone I meet in the country, whether residents of Lusikisiki or business leaders in Johannes-
burg, is deeply concerned about the state of the economy and the stubbornly high rates of unemploy-
ment. After a decade of low growth and deepening poverty, people are looking for signs of progress in 
tackling the many challenges confronting our country.
 
These concerns are real. This year, the economy will record growth that is lower than expected (and 
much lower than what we need). Government finances are stretched about as far as they can go, and 
several industries are looking at retrenching workers.
 
Much of the confidence that the country had 20 months ago has dissipated as the reality of the problems 
we face became clearer. This confidence was born out of the hope that we would quickly undo the 
damage that was done over a number of years. Implementing change does take time. The important 
issue is that we should move in a determined way to effect change while remaining irrevocably commit-
ted to rooting out state capture, corruption and malfeasance.
 
We collectively have a common task: to rebuild the confidence of our people, this time based not merely 
on hope and expectation of change, but on concrete things that make a difference in the economy, real 
actions that 'move the needle'.
 
I believe this is eminently possible. Despite the difficulties, South Africans from all walks of life are still 
moved by the spirit of Thuma Mina to become involved in fixing our country. They want to change the 
narrative of doubt to a narrative of opportunity not through clever spin, but through action. South Africans 
are ready to rise to the challenge.
 
Most of the people I speak to recognise that we have made progress in turning our country around. The 
changes that have taken place in many state-owned enterprises and in bodies like the NPA, SARS, the 
police and the State Security Agency give people confidence that we can restore the credibility and 
integrity of the State. It shows that we are serious about tackling corruption and ending state capture.
 
There has also been progress on the economic front. A year ago, we announced an economic stimulus 
and recovery plan in response to our economy's first recession in nine years. Since then we have 
embarked on several reforms to create a more investor-friendly environment. We have finalised a Mining 
Charter that has been broadly welcomed by the industry and finalised policy on the allocation of valuable 
broadband spectrum. We have and continue to make changes to our visa policies
 
Funds have been redirected to stimulate economic activity in areas where the majority of South Africans 
live. This includes finance to support black commercial farmers, the revitalisation of industrial parks in 
townships and the establishment of a Township Economy Fund. Government is also increasing the value 
of goods and services it procures from small business and cooperatives. Much work still needs to be 
done in many of these areas to ensure they have the effect on the economy we seek.
 

Monday, 17 August 2020

 

Dear Fellow South African,

At midnight tonight, our country will move to alert level 2 in our response to the coronavirus 

pandemic. This will come as a relief to all South Africans who have had to live under 

stringent restrictions for the last �ve months. 

It is a sign of the progress we are making in reducing new infections and demand on our 

health facilities. It is also a very important development as we strive to restart our economy.

But it is too soon to celebrate.

We are still very much in the middle of a deadly pandemic that has taken over 11,000 lives 

in South Africa alone. At more than half a million con�rmed cases, we still have the �fth 

highest number of infections in the world. And there is always a chance of a resurgence of 

the disease.

If we ever need a stark reminder of the need for vigilance, we should look to recent events 

thousands of kilometres away in New Zealand. Three months since the country was 

declared coronavirus-free, New Zealand is once again under lockdown. Although the latest 

outbreak was of relatively few cases, the government swiftly re-imposed lockdown 

restrictions.

Similar restrictions have had to be reimposed in several parts of Europe as they experience 

a ‘second wave’ of infections. These experiences show just how swiftly things can change 

when it comes to COVID-19. 

It is a wake-up call to any among us who may harbour illusions that we are even close to 

seeing the end of this grave public health emergency.

Certainly, there are signs of hope. The number of new con�rmed cases in South Africa 

continues to decline. At the peak of the disease just one month ago, we were recording 

around 12,000 new cases a day. This has dropped to an average of around 5,000 a day over 

the past week. Our recovery rate stands at 80%.

As the country moves to alert level 2, many restrictions on social and economic activity have 

been lifted. With this comes increased risk of transmission.

We now need to manage this risk and ensure the gains we have made thus far in containing 

the pandemic’s spread are not reversed. The greatest threat to the health of nation right now 

is complacency. It may be that we are now permitted to meet friends and family, to visit 

entertainment venues, to travel for leisure and to consume alcohol in restaurants, bars and 

taverns. 

But as the old adage goes, just because you can, doesn’t mean you should. 

Many people who have the coronavirus do not have symptoms and may not even know they 

are infected. This is a sobering reality because it means that any of us could be infected 

right now and could unwittingly infect others. 

This is particular the case when visiting relatives, especially the elderly and those with 

pre-existing medical conditions that render them vulnerable to infection. It is also true for 

attending religious services or cultural activities. 

The ‘second wave’ of infections that several other countries have experienced is an 

ever-present possibility for us too. Although many restrictions have been lifted, it does not 

mean they will not return should we experience a signi�cant rise in infections. This 

pandemic is a matter of life and death. We need to adapt and we need to be vigilant. 

In the days, weeks and months that lie ahead, we must urgently focus our efforts on 

recovery. Our economy and our society has suffered a great deal. As we return to 

economic activity across almost all industries – and work to repair the damage done – we 

have a responsibility to not let our guard down as individuals, employers, communities, 

families, professionals, workers and citizens. 

None of us wants a return to the early days of extreme lockdown restrictions. We want to 

move on with our lives. We want our friends and loved ones to remain healthy and safe. 

As a nation, let us continue to work together to ensure that we progress. The move to alert 

level 2 of the lockdown is not a ‘free for all.’ The rules on social distancing, mask wearing, 

social gatherings and international travel remain.

Our success rests on our ability to abide by these regulations and to ensure that we each 

behave carefully and responsibly. 

Every time we are considering any form of non-essential activity, we should ask: what is the 

risk of infection to ourselves and to others? Where there is a risk, even a slight one, it is 

better not to do it.

Let us proceed, as ever, with caution. Let us keep each other safe.

With best wishes,
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Building on the stimulus and recovery plan, government will finalise a clear economic growth strategy 
within the next few weeks. This strategy will draw on the many valuable contributions that have been 
made by South Africans on the discussion paper released by National Treasury.
 
Several parts of the growth strategy are already in place. These include how we can strengthen our 
reform programme, a revitalised industrial strategy in support of key growth sectors and the establish-
ment of an Infrastructure Fund with a clear plan to revive infrastructure investment. Much work is under-
way to improve the ease and reduce the cost of doing business, as are efforts to restructure state owned 
enterprises and ensure that they perform better in meeting the country's needs. A clear strategy to place 
Eskom on a sustainable path of recovery is also being finalised.
 
All this work is taking place at a time when government's finances are under great strain, and there is 
very little room to increase spending or borrowing. This means that we need to spend our limited 
resources more smartly, get rid of wastage and shift more resources to infrastructure investment.
 
On the first Monday morning of each month, the Deputy President and I meet with the leaders of busi-
ness, labour and the community sector to review the implementation of measures agreed at last year's 
Jobs Summit. Our continued focus is on job creation and how we can reduce the numbers of people who 
are unemployed.
 
It is clear that, as a country, we are taking firm action to grow the economy and create jobs. But we need 
to do more to turn things around. We need to finalise a comprehensive growth strategy that takes all the 
work being done to another level. I am certain that with the active involvement of all sectors of society, 
this will be achieved.
 
South Africans are ready to rise to the challenge.
 
Best wishes,
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