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South Africa is set to lose about 
1,6 million jobs- this as a result of 
Covid 19. This is according to a 
new report by Nedbank, released 
on the eve of worker’s day as 1,5 
million prepare to return to work 
as lockdown restrictions are 
eased. This compares with 
approximately 900 000 jobs that 
were lost after the global financial 
recession in 2009.  

Nedbank expects the wholesale and 
retail trade; repair of motor 
vehicles, motorcycles and personal 
and household goods; hotels and 
restaurant sectors , which it calls 
‘retail’ to  shed about  1. 4 million 
jobs , with the bulk of the jobs lost 
in the first half of the year.  
 
Other industries that the green 
bank expects to lose jobs this year 
are manufacturing with 149 000, 
transport storage and 

communication losing 124 000 as 
well as construction, which is set to 
lose 109 000. Mining is expected to 
add 7 500 jobs while finance, real 
estate and business services is 
expected to add 24 000 jobs. 
Employment in the ‘electricity, gas 
and water’ industry is forecasted to 
remain virtually unchanged. 
 
Economist Mike Schussler describes 
the current job loss as a “tsunami”. 
Schussler points to the number of 
people who have been assisted 
under the government’s Temporary 
Employment Relief Scheme (TERS). 
According to the Unemployment 
Insurance Fund, which administers 
TERS, earlier this week, they had 
paid just over 1 million people from 
72 000 about R 4,1 billion in TERS 
benefits. Schussler says including 
temporary job losses, the number is 
expected to hit 2 million.  
 
 
 
 

Michael Bagraim, a labour 
lawyer with 36 years of service 
cites the labour ministry’s own 
estimates of between 1 million 
and 2 million jobs lost and says 
he has never witnessed such a 
“nightmare”. He notes that of a 
client base of 500 companies 
with 200 employees or less, 
about three quarters have 
signalled an intention to 
retrench middle management, 
or white collar workers as they 
have been retrenching lower 
income earners for the past few 
years.  
 
A disturbing feature of the South 
African economy is that a 1% fall 
in GDP leads to a bigger fall in 
jobs, suggesting that most jobs 
are precarious and vulnerable. 
In the 2011 Budget, the National 
Treasury undertook an analysis 
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of ten countries that had been hit 
by the recession looking at this jobs 
loss multiplier. Only Spain fared 
worse than South Africa when its 
unemployment reached a record 
20% as its construction industry 
collapsed. This led the treasury to 
remark that South Africa needs 
quality jobs. 
 
Nedbank confirms this trend in its 
latest research note. It notes that in 
South Africa, GDP growth tends to 
lead employment growth, meaning 
a period of sustained economic 
growth is required before jobs 
growth is evident. Following the 
2008 recession, GDP took about a 
year to recover while employment 
took three and a half years. “The 
35-day lockdown has severely 
negative consequences for 
employment, which will take more 
than three years to neutralise” 
Nedbank says.  
 
The trade and Industry Policy 
Strategies think tank says between 
50% and 80% of mostly low income 
jobs will be temporarily lost outside 
of the food sector, which has 
operated during the lockdown. TIPS 
 

says since the lockdown, travel to 
work fell by 50%, as did travel for 
shopping for food and 
pharmaceuticals. Travel for other 
shopping and leisure has fallen by 
75%. Electricity production has also 
been cut in half. This will all have an 
income and therefore jobs knock on 
effect.  
 
TIPS studied the automotive, steel 
and plastic industries to assess the 
impact of the lockdown. The auto 
sector, which employs 100 000 
people was devastated by falling 
demand even before the lock 
down, with car sales falling 
domestically and on the export 
market in March. “To date, no 
major South African vehicle 
assemblers or automotive 
component manufacturers have 
formally initiated retrenchment 
programmes, but they agree that 
some downsizing is inevitable” says 
TIPS.  
 
 
TIPS says the first three weeks of 
the lockdown were already 
devastating for all parts of the steel 
industry, with an estimated cash 

cost of around R1 billion 
including labour and fixed costs. 
Demand for steel in the second 
quarter is expected to fall by 
50% from pre Covid levels and is 
expected to increase by 
between 20% and 30% by the 
end of the year. This will place a 
pressure on jobs.  
 
The plastic industry, which 
employs 50 000 people, has 
seen an overall decline in 
production as it supplied inputs 
to essentials such as safety 
equipment, breathalysers and 
medical equipment but saw a 
fall in take away packaging, 
alcohol, textile and clothing and 
employers outside of essentials 
have started seeing job losses.  
 
When releasing its Monetary 
Policy Review at the beginning 
of this month, the South African 
Reserve Bank reminded 
stakeholders that South Africa’s 
economic growth and 
unemployment crisis started 
before Covid 19 and was caused 
by factors such as load 
shedding. 



The Bank says the economic 
contraction in the last quarter of 
2019 was a “bad ending to a lost 
decade” noting that production in 
the last decade grew by 15,9%, 
lower than the 1980s and 1990, 
which were crisis ridden. While 
growth in the past decade has been 
volatile load shedding has been a 
major constraint. 
 
The Bank says over the past year, 
the amount of electricity available 
measured as the electricity 
Availability Factor (EAF) fell to 
66.9%, meaning that only two-
thirds of installed capacity was 
producing electricity, an all-time 
low. 
 
“In 2015, the previous most severe 
episode of load-shedding, 
electricity shortages have coincided 
with contractions in both mining 
and manufacturing.” The Bank says, 
noting that transport also curiously 
fell, possibly because power 
stations that required were not 
receiving deliveries during load 
 
 
 

shedding Even before Covid 19, 
mining and manufacturing were 
already under pressure as 
electricity availability has been only 
around 62% so far this year. 
 
“In these difficult economic 
circumstances, unemployment has 
risen. Job growth stalled in 2019, 
with the total number of employed 
people declining from 16.44 million 
at the end of 2018 to 16.34 million 
at the end of 2019” the Bank says 
of the recent economic picture.  
 
The Bank then reiterates that at 
times South Africa’s problem has 
not been a failure to create jobs but 
rather a failure to keep up with the 
growth of the labour force. Last 
year, there were 481 000 new 
entrants. “Over the past decade as 
a whole, the total increase in the 
workforce has been 4.87 million 
people, compared with an 
employment increase of 2.52 
million,” the Bank says.  
 
Raymond Parsons of the University 
 

of North West Business school 
says despite the government's 
R500 billion stimulus package 
“the economic outlook for 2020 
remains one of deep recession, 
widespread business failures 
and rapidly rising 
unemployment”. Parsons says 
the prospects for economic 
recovery and stabilising 
unemployment in the months 
ahead will depend on how 
quickly the world economy 
recovers, the successful 
implementation of the 
government’s economic support 
measures and the pace at which 
the lockdown is phased out.  
 
Mesela Nhlapo, CEO of the Rail 
Road Association says even 
before Covid 19, the industry 
was struggling with poor 
economic conditions but also 
governance challenges at two of 
the largest customers for the 
Rail Manufacturing industry, 
Transnet and the Passenger Rail 
Agency of South Africa (PRASA).  
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The Association has also called on 
the government to reopen the 
sector during stage 4 of the 
lockdown as it supports a number 
of other sectors from mining to 
energy and the automotive sector.  
 
Nhlapo notes that one of the 
changes that Covid 19 is likely to 
bring is to hasten a move towards 
automation, which can lead to 
certain jobs disappearing. But 
Nhlapo notes that automation 
needs to go with reskilling workers 
and addressing South Africa’s 
education system, from basic 
education, is the best long term 
solution. She cites instances where 
automation leads to an increase in 
the staff complement for areas 
including maintenance.  
 
Ofentse Mokwena, an independent 
transport economist, expects mixed 
fortune for the sector. He notes that 
segments like courier companies 
are likely to do well after the 
lockdown, as stockpiled inventories 
must be moved out of warehouses 
and the companies will benefit 
from the growth of online 
shopping. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mokwena says the subsidised 
transport segment like buses and 
trains will survive the pandemic but 
there is uncertainty for the taxi 
industry even with government 
support including payment holidays 
due to the lockdown. Mokwena 
says this may be an opportunity to 
introduce labour regulations on pay 
and conditions to the taxi industry 
and long distance road transport. 
The industry may also attempt to 
have public transport classified as 
essential, a move which unions are 
expected to resist.  
 
Covid 19 raises the question of 
what wage settlements workers can 
expect for the remainder of this 
year and protection workers are 
entitled to in the event of a 
lockdown, which is beyond their 
control. Bargaim says at this time of 
year he is usually preparing for 
wage negotiations in June. He has 
 
 

not received a single demand or 
wage offer increase.  
  
Livhuwani Mamburu, national 
spokesperson of the National 
Union of Mineworkers [NUM] 
says they would demand to have 
Covid 19 declared an 
occupational disease so that 
workers who contract it at work 
can be compensated.  
 
This week, the International 
Labour Organisation warned 
that half of the world’s working 
population, or 1,6 billion people, 
are “at immediate risk of losing 
their livelihood” due to the 
Coronavirus. These are people 
who work on short term 
contracts or are self-employed 
and have seen their wages 
collapse by 60% in February 
when the pandemic hit, 
according to the ILO.  
 
 
 

“bad ending to a lost decade” 



COSATU’s first deputy president 
Mike Shingange says the trade 
union federation is ready to go to 
war over wages for public 
servants, including healthcare 
workers on the front-line in the 
fight against the novel 
Coronavirus pandemic. 

Shingange, leader of the largest 
trade union federation in South 
Africa, said in an interview with 
Inside Politics on Thursday that this 
will be the key message of COSATU 
as the country celebrates May Day 
amid COVID-19 Level 4 Lockdown. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Organized labour and government 
are currently at loggerheads over 
the implementation of a three-year 
wage agreement for public servants 
signed in 2018. The public sector 
unions are also angered by Finance 
Minister Tito Mboweni’s decision to 
cut the wage bill of public servants, 
citing among others that GDP 
growth in Q4 of 2019 was a mere 
0.2%, the lowest reading since the 
2008 global financial crisis, while 
the overall economy contracted by 
1.4% in the same period. 
 
“We are declaring war against the 
government over the wage 
increments issue and are ready to 
go to the streets. We are not going 
to turn a blind eye on this one,” said 
Shingange. 
 
The trade union federation would 

also use May day to address the 
issue of the safety of workers as 
they return to work, starting this 
Friday- the first day of level 4 
lockdown.  
 
“We cannot send our workers to a 
slaughterhouse. We cannot send 
our teachers and kids to a slaughter 
house by re-opening schools. The 
first call we are making on May Day 
to workers is that if they feel they 
are not protected, they must not 
touch dangerous work, particularly 
our healthcare workers, who have 
been working unprotected. We call 
upon employers to fumigate the 
workplace before workers return to 
work and provide sanitizer and 
protective clothing,” said 
Shingange. 
 
“We are also opposed to the 
 
 
 
 

re-opening of schools in May. 
We regard the re-opening of 
schools by Basic Education 
Department as a dangerous 
move that is going to put lives at 
risk.” 
 
He said during May Day 
celebrations this year, COSATU 
will also pay tribute to 
healthcare workers at the front 
line in the fight against COVID-
109 pandemic.  
 
“We are going to pay tribute to 
our heroes and heroines – the 
nurses, soldiers, police, doctors 
and other healthcare 
professionals including those 
who lost their lives protecting 
others,” said Shingange.   
 
COSATU will also use May Day to 
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send a clear warning to the 
government about the R500 billion 
stimulus package to incentivise 
private companies at the expense 
of workers and the most 
vulnerable.  
 
“If taxpayers’ money is going to 
incentivise private companies it is 
only fair to reciprocate by having a 
moratorium on retrenchments. In 
2018 at the Jobs Summit the same 
commitments were made but 
companies proceeded and 
retrenched workers in the name of 
Fourth Industrial Revolution and 
recession. If we bail them out they 
cannot lay off workers like that,” he 
said.  
 
Shingange agreed that the 
pandemic has a huge impact on the 
economy, with many job losses 
expected in various sectors, 
particularly in manufacturing, retail, 
tourism, mining and financial 
services.  
 
“We are deeply concerned. Even 
before we went into a lockdown, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

the economy was contracting and 
slipping into a recession purely 
because of policy formulation 
authorities and policy not willing to 
shift from policy directive since 
1994. We are calling for a 
collaborative effort to save jobs. In 
terms of collaborative effort, no 
worker is going to lose work and no 
business is going to be closed,” said 
Shingange.  
 
“Currently, we are going to the 
International Monetary Fund and 
the World but we are not stopping 
capital outflows to get out of the 
country. The private sector is sitting 
on top of trillions of rands. We must 
force them to unleash trillions of 
rands and stimulate the economy. 
We are a developmental state and 
are calling for a New Economy. We 
want the South African Reserve 
Bank (SARB) that is not focusing on 
inflation targeting only, but working 
towards the development of our 
economy and state. The banks are 
giving the repayment of loans a 
holiday. We applaud that. It’s 
progress.” 
 
 
 
 

not received a single demand or 
wage offer increase.  
  
Livhuwani Mamburu, national 
spokesperson of the National 
Union of Mineworkers [NUM] 
says they would demand to have 
Covid 19 declared an 
occupational disease so that 
workers who contract it at work 
can be compensated.  
 
This week, the International 
Labour Organisation warned 
that half of the world’s working 
population, or 1,6 billion people, 
are “at immediate risk of losing 
their livelihood” due to the 
Coronavirus. These are people 
who work on short term 
contracts or are self-employed 
and have seen their wages 
collapse by 60% in February 
when the pandemic hit, 
according to the ILO.  
 
 
 



The Federation of Unions of South 
Africa (FEDUSA) has appealed to 
government to adopt stringent 
measures to prevent the spread of 
the coronavirus at each and every 
workplace, according to President 
Godfrey Selematsela.  

This comes as more than 1.5 million 
workers prepare to return to work 
on Friday after the lifting of Level 5 
national lockdown to Level 4, again 
increasing the risk of the 
transmission of the deadliest virus 
to hit humanity since the Spanish 
Flu of 1918.  
 
And while the government has 
given the green light to return to 
 

work in order to fire up the engines 
of the economy, Selematsela said 
FEDUSA’s 700 00 members and 
employees across the country were 
reluctant to return to the workplace 
due to safety concerns.  
 
“We are deeply concerned as 
FEDUSA because we are not sure 
how employers are prepared in 
terms of training workers to deal 
with the COVID-19 pandemic,” 
Selematsela told Inside Politics on 
Thursday.  
 
“We are concerned about several 
issues, including the mode of 
transport workers will be using to 
go to the workplace. Will employers 
 
 
 
 
 

come up with safety measures 
to protect workers as stipulated 
by government? Will they be 
ready with sanitizers? We are 
happy to start economic 
activities on May Day but we 
appeal to employers to comply 
with regulations and not expose 
workers to danger.” 
 
Selematsela said COVID-19 
posed huge risks for workers in 
the workplace. He said FEDUSA 
welcomed new regulations 
announced by Labour 
Department Minister Thulas 
Nxesi this week for employers to 
protect workers from the 
coronavirus, saying the health of 
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South Africans must come first. 
 
The Labour Department published 
updated Occupational Health and 
Safety Act directives for employers 
to protect their workers from the 
coronavirus, as South Africa 
prepares to ease the national 
lockdown to level 4. 
 
According to new regulations, 
gazetted on Wednesday April 29 
this week, employers need to 
implement new measures to ensure 
that their workers are protected 
from coronavirus. 
 
Among these measures are 
mandatory screening of employees 
to see if they exhibit any COVID-19 
symptoms, and ensuring that those 
who are returning to work are 
protected by providing free cloth 
masks, sanitizers and work spacing 
of at least 1.5 metres apart. 
 
The directives will be in effect for as 
long as the national disaster is in 
effect. 

“We call upon workers and 
employers need to comply with 
safety measures because the 
pandemic poses a huge risk in the 
workplace. We welcome the 
Occupational Health and Safety 
guidelines gazetted on Wednesday 
for employers to observe,” said 
Selematsela.  
 
Selemaltsela said as part of May 
Day celebrations, FEDUSA will 
announce a Gratuity Fund whose 
aim will be to assist workers and 
their families.  
 
The fund will also provide for the 
procurement of Personal Protective 
Equipment for healthcare workers. 
  
“Our message on May Day is 
simple. We are dealing with 
challenges workers are facing under 
lockdown. We will mark the day by 
launching to assist to procure vital 
PPE and address social protection 
for poor families. We want to roll it 
out to celebrate workers day and to 
sensitize our members and 
communities.” 

FEDUSA has also welcomed 
President Cyril Ramaphosa’s 
R500 billion stimulus package.  
 
 “It might not be enough but as 
a start it will be able to position 
the country in a good recovery 
mode and workers and 
employers will benefit from the 
package, and some jobs will be 
saved. We appreciate the 
President’s economic and social 
relief package to protect the 
jobs of our workers, and that 
employers are able to continue 
trading,” he said.  
 
The trade union federation said 
this week that it was totally 
saddened and disappointed that 
several employers in the private 
sector are failing to assist 
workers during the COVID-19 
lockdown to access the 
UIF/Temporary Employment 
Relief Schemes payments.  
 
“FEDUSA’s call comes after 
widespread complaints from 
members on the ground that 
some employers were refusing 
to assist workers who were 
struggling to access UIF/TERS 
payments as they were not 
familiar with the rules,” 
according to trade union 
federation.”   
 
Selematsela said the federation 
expected more than 1 million 
jobs to be lost as a result of 
COVID-19 impact on the 
economy, but insisted that this 
can be reversed if there is a will 
to do so.   
  
“Our view is that we need to 
work together with employers 
and save jobs. We also need to 
provide schemes for job 
creation in order to save jobs,” 
said Selematsela.  

Federation of Unions of South Africa (FEDUSA) 
President Godfrey Selematsela 



As the deadline approaches for 
workers at South African Airways 
(SAA) to accept a severance 
package offer from Business 
Rescue Practitioners or take 
government’s route of 
investigating alternatives, it is 
worth considering whether the 
airline is worth keeping or be 
allowed to finally go under after 
86 years in service.financial 
recession in 2009.  

It is hard to recall that the airline 
would occasionally deliver a profit 
under former CEO Khaya Nqgula, on 
one such occasion it delivered a R 1 
billion profit and even paid a small 
dividend to the shareholder. That 
was until Ngqula flew to a holiday 
at the Kruger National Park in the 
middle of a strike.  
 
According to this year’s Budget 
Review from the National Treasury, 
between 2008 and 2019, SAA 
received R22 billion in 
transfers.  Over the same period, 
SAA suffered losses of R32 billion 
and before Covid budget 
reprioritisation government had 
allocated R 16, 4 billion over the 

next three years to cover SAA’s 
guaranteed debt and interest 
servicing costs.  
 
This is probably why giving the 
airline more money feels like 
throwing good money after bad and 
in the wake of the Covid crisis, 
turning down R 10 billion request 
for funding.  
 
The single biggest reason that 
South Africa should keep a national 
carrier is that South Africa is a long 
haul destination, located far from 
almost everyone else. A country 
that is the most industrialised on 
the continent, with ambitions of 
retaining a status as a gateway to 
the continent and to attract 
investment from various parts of 
the globe must have a flag carrier 
on the runways of the world’s 
capitals.  
 
Engagement between government 
and unions have yielded a 
leadership compact and a desire to 
create “a national asset which is 
internationally competitive, 
sustainable and profitable." One of 
 
 
 

the unions at SAA, National 
Transport Movement, have 
alluded to plans to launch a new 
airline, although this has been 
denied by the National Union of 
Metalworkers (Numsa) the 
largest union at SAA, have 
denied this, talking instead of 
restructuring SAA.   
 
The problem with the choice 
faced by unions is that the 
severance package, set to cost R 
3 billion,  may need to be 
funded through the sale of 
assets, which can take a 
considerable period with 
creditors likely to be paid before 
employees. Unions are opposed 
to asset sale as they believe the 
assets should be used in the 
creation of a new airline. 
 
Ofentse Mokwena, an 
independent transport 
economist says SAA “cannot be 
kept in its current shape” and 
argues for either a regulatory 
business model where SAA is set 
a range of targets and if they are 
met, it can access more 
government funding and pay a 
dividend when it turns a profit.  
 
Mokwena says an alternative is 
for SAA to be viewed as more 
than just an airline and viewed 
as a key part of the aviation 
value chain supporting a range 
of suppliers, such as publishers 
of in-flight magazine and food 
suppliers and use that as a 
rationale to keep supporting the 
airline. 
 
What is clear is that any new or 
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restructured entity would mean a 
much leaner airline, with a much 
smaller fleet servicing profitable 
routes and certainly with a much 
smaller staff complement than the 
current 4700.  
 
The airline would have to probably 
focus on domestic, regional and 
international routes as a full service 
airline, offering all classes and in 
flight services. Diplomatic routes 
may have to be shelved for the 
short term, with strategically 
important routes to trade growth 
areas which may be initially 
unprofitable considered later, on a 
case by case basis based on their 
potential.  
 
The problem with discussions about 
SAA is that they do not distinguish 
how much of the airline’s problems 
are due to lapses in governance, 
maladministration or malfeasance 
and how much are due to market 
factors like the rising costs of jet 
fuel and fleet maintenance, which 
are dollar denominated and 
influenced by the Rand Dollar 
exchange rate. Yet market factors 
have been the bigger of SAA’s 
problems.  
 
But it is said that corruption played 
a role in making SAA Technical, one 
of the divisions not currently not 
under business rescue, to be 
hollowed out as a once respected 
revenue earner that serviced other 
airlines to being a shadow of its 
former self.  
 
One way to contain these costs is to 
hedge against significant currency 
movement, most likely the weakling 
of the Rand. Except SAA once did 
that and it had disastrous 
outcomes. In 2003, when SAA was 
still part of Transnet, its Group 
Auditing Services picked up that 
their hedging contract were sitting 
with a loss of R2 billion. SAA sat on 
the problem and by the time the 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

losses were made public, they  
stood at R6 billion. Maria Ramos 
had just taken over as Transnet CEO 
and used the catastrophe as a basis 
to take SAA out of Transnet and 
move passenger rail (Metrorail)  out 
of Transnet to create Passenger Rail 
Agency of South Africa (PRASA) 
and  make Transnet a focused rail, 
ports and pipeline operator. The 
hedging disaster also led to the 
dismissal of the SAA board.  
 
SAA needs a Strategic Equity 
Partner that can shield from this 
risk and Middle Eastern airlines like 
Emirates or Etihad are best placed. 
An airline from an oil rich country 
can maintain a reserve account to 
subsidise the cost of jet fuel or 
lease some of its relatively new but 
frequently retired fleet.  
 
Covid 19 has been the most 
devastating event to befall the 
airline industry since the 
September 11 2001 terrorist attacks 
in the United States. The 
pandemic has already sent Air 
Mauritius into administration. 
According to the International Air 
Transport Association (IATA) in its 
passenger market analysis for 
February 2020, industry-wide 
revenue passenger kilometres 
(RPKs) contracted by 14.1% year-
on-year in February, the worst 
performance since the 9/11 attacks 
IATA estimates that the airline 
industry will lose $ 314 billion 
(55%).   
 
The September 11 attacks brought 
about the demise of Swiss Air 
which at the time was a strategic 
equity partner and held a 30% stake 
in SAA, which it had purchased in 
1999 for 1,3 billion. When Swiss Air 
collapsed, South Africa bought back 
the 30% stake for R 300 million, 
netting the country a profit of R 1 
billion. The late economist Howard 
Preece used to call it South Africa’s 
most successful privatisation 
 
 
 
 
 

exercise since democracy.  
 
SAA can take a leaf out of Swiss 
Air’s book. Swiss Air was 
relaunched in 2004 through the 
purchase of its subsidiary 
Crossair, before being taken over 
by Lufthansa in 2008 and 
reinstating the Swiss Air logo in 
2011.  
 
A major problem for airlines is 
that they are run on very thin 
liquidity. An analysis of balance 
sheet liquidity by IATA looking at 
cash and equivalent coverage of 
revenues shows that airlines in 
Africa run on a maximum four 
month worth of cover, with a 
median figure closer to two 
months. The picture is the same 
for airlines in Latin America and 
North America.  
 
Only airlines in the Asia Pacific 
and the Middle East seem 
relatively cash flush, with their 
liquidity cover running to about 
9 months, although their 
median figure is also closer to 
two months.  Any new airline 
would have to take these 
dynamics into consideration.   
Of course, the winners in any 
concession by an airline like 
Emirates is that we may be lucky 
and fly to parts of the continent 
on a Airbus A 380 before it goes 
out of production in 2021. That 
alone is worth considering a 
partner for.  
 
 
 
 




