
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, 16 March 2020

 

Dear Fellow South African,

The world is in the throes of a public health emergency on a scale not witnessed in over a 

century. 

The spread of the coronavirus, which causes the disease known as COVID-19, has been 

alarmingly swift and widescale, and is now de�ned as a global pandemic. 

It knows no geographical or territorial boundaries, has infected both young and old, and is 

on the rise in developed and developing countries alike. 

As screening and testing is scaled up, the number of infections in South Africa is expected 

to rise.

Yesterday, I declared a national state of disaster, a measure proportionate to the severity of 

the threat to our people, to our society and to our economy.

This will enable us to have an integrated and coordinated disaster management mechanism 

and to set up emergency, rapid and effective response systems.

This virus will be extremely disruptive, and our priority is to safeguard the health and 

well-being of all South Africans.

We also have to address the inevitable economic fallout. We must expect a decline in 

exports, a drop in tourist arrivals and a severe impact on production, business viability and 

job creation and retention.

Cabinet is in the process of �nalising a comprehensive package of interventions to mitigate 

the expected impact of COVID-19 on our economy. This is being done in consultation with 

business, labour and other relevant institutions.

It was Louis Pasteur who said that fortune favours the prepared mind. 

South Africa is prepared, and has been so for some time.

Since the outbreak was �rst reported we have acted to put screening and containment 

measures in place.

Our national response has been driven by an Inter-Ministerial Committee (IMC) chaired and 

ably led by the Minister of Health, Dr Zweli Mkhize. 

The manner in which the IMC and the support teams have responded to this emergency has 

been both exemplary and reassuring, particularly in helping to quell public panic.

I will be chairing a National Command Council to coordinate all aspects of our national 

response.

South Africa has a positive track record in managing public health emergencies. 

We have the knowledge, the means and the expertise. Our scientists and epidemiologists 

are world-class. 

As was announced yesterday, we have put a raft of emergency measures in place, and will 

make funding available to support their implementation.

They include travel bans on visitors from high-risk countries; mandatory testing, 

self-isolation or quarantine for South African nationals returning from these countries; and 

strengthening surveillance, screening and testing at ports of entry into the Republic. 

Social distancing is critical if we are to contain the spread of COVID-19. 

Gatherings of more than 100 people are prohibited and mass celebrations of national days 

are cancelled. Visits to all correctional centres are being suspended for 30 days with 

immediate effect. Non-essential international travel for government of�cials has been 

proscribed and non-essential domestic travel discouraged.

A total of 35 land ports and two sea ports will be closed, as will schools from the 18th of 

March until after the Easter weekend. We will soon be announcing measures with regards to 

universities and colleges.

Next month will be Easter, a sacred period for a number of faiths and a time in which mass 

services and gatherings will take place. The faith community should take decisions in this 

regard in the best interests of the health of their congregants and the country as a whole.

Hygiene control should be intensi�ed in all sectors. 

Every citizen should take charge of their own safety by observing measures such as frequent 

hand-washing with soap or hand-sanitizers and covering their nose or mouth with a tissue 

or �exed elbow when coughing or sneezing. 

As part of our national effort the Department of Health will continue with an intensive and 

ongoing campaign to raise awareness about prevention, transmission and infection 

symptoms. I encourage all South Africans to acquaint themselves with the relevant 

preventative material.

These measures are similar to those in other countries, and it is important we all understand 

that they are not punitive but a matter of public safety. 

One of the greatest dangers at this time is ignorance and misinformation.

We should stop spreading fake and unveri�ed news, especially on social media. This can 

exacerbate an already tense national mood and damage the national effort.

We must also not give in to the expressions of bigotry that we have seen in other countries 

directed at nationals of countries from where the outbreak began or the current epicenter in 

Europe. This is clearly a virus that affects people of all nationalities.

Let us lower the wing of compassion to those who are infected, and to those who have 

returned home from high-risk countries. 

Let us assist those in need and those more vulnerable, instead of shunning them. We will 

remain faithful to the values of tolerance and respect that de�ne us as a people.

On behalf of all the people of South Africa I thank the team who repatriated our compatriots 

from Wuhan, China, as well as the leadership and people of Limpopo who are assisting with 

the quarantine process.

This is a dif�cult time. 

And yet it is in times of adversity that our strength is revealed. 

We will act decisively, with determination and with purpose. We will act as a collective, for it 

is upon the actions of every South African that the success of our efforts depend. 

The Thuma Mina moment is upon us, perhaps as never before.

This too shall pass. 

We shall overcome.

We are South Africans.

With best wishes,



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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