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After the storm
What is good is easy to get; what is terrible is easy to endure. So said the Greek philosopher Epicurus over
2,000 years ago. He believed in the principles of friendship, community and the power of human bonds. We
can all agree that these principles are fundamental, yet the back-and-forth of our lives often distance us from
such lofty ideals.
But when disaster strikes, it leads to a rapid realisation of what is essential. This is why a crisis is often an
opportunity for deep and lasting realignment, a fact supported by business and academic research on the
topic. It’s ironic: when we have plenty, we fixate on how much we have to lose. But in times of scarcity, we
gravitate towards what we can achieve.
In this context, the devastation of the COVID-19 pandemic is also an incredible opportunity. Arguing there is
an opportunity in crisis is an old and often abused notion. Most such narratives confuse setbacks and underperformance as the same as a crisis. But in a crisis, the devastation and its factors are much clearer. Much
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like standing at the edge of a cliff, there is less vagueness about the imminent danger and available actions.
Yet with that being said, overcoming a crisis still requires focus, collaboration, and the fortitude to see
through hard choices. The Reconstruction and Recovery Plan presented by President Cyril Ramaphosa reflects both the spirit and substance of what a proper crisis response should be. The plan doesn’t just aim at
picking up the pieces - our President and his administration can see the opportunity beyond recovering from
the pandemic.
Certainly, nobody wished for the pandemic, and no argument will erase the many lives and jobs lost due to
the virus and responses to it. But what’s done is done, and as the Zulu proverb holds: Iso liwela umfula ugcwele. Where there is sufficient desire, you can go beyond the impossible.
The Reconstruction and Recovery Plan focuses on five elements: job growth through infrastructure investment, reindustrialisation, accelerate economic reforms, fight crime and corruption, and improve the capability
of the State.
In this document, we will unpack how South Africa can achieve this, looking at the three main prongs: infrastructure, energy and employment stimulus.
It is our opinion that these goals are not only achievable but that many existing policies can realise them. The

Denice Manganye
Chief Strategist & Scenario Planner
esm@esek.co.za

shortfalls occur around matters of strategic followthrough, governance and transparency - not just around
malfeasance, but helping other parties become more involved and contribute to the recovery by being able
to project their role in the future of developments.

Phase 1: A house needs a foundation
South Africa’s recovery hinges on transformation and not merely improvement. To create a globally competitive country, build employment, and offer a higher quality of life for all citizens, we must get the fundamentals
right. When the President attached his vision to the 4th Industrial Revolution (4IR), it spoke directly to those
outcomes.
The world is changing - we are undergoing an epoch-level shift last seen a century ago. This change is happening much faster and has a far more significant impact than any such change in the history of humanity.
It is not hyperbolic to say that, once the dust settles, the current transition will be compared to the discovery
of electricity or the taming of fire. 4IR, for all of its ambiguity, is the most succinct definition of what is happening.
This also means that for the recovery and changes to be lasting, they must be foundational. A house needs
a foundation, and the Reconstruction and Recovery Plan will lay the foundation for South Africa’s future. This
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must be underscored: we will not have another opportunity such as this - not in our lifetimes, or that of our
children or grandchildren, or even their children. This shift is not temporary and, once done, it will define the
have’s from the have nots for the next century.
If the statement is in doubt, consider China’s ambitious plan to be carbon-neutral in 50 years. That relates
to a world vision that anticipates tectonic and lasting change. We must not underestimate or disregard the
urgency and permanence at stake here.
How do we define this new foundation? Fortunately, it is built with elements we already know and own:
energy, water infrastructure, road and rail infrastructure, and telecommunications. If these elements are
successfully modernised and managed, they will allow us to focus on the more nuanced transformations the
country requires.
The Reconstruction and Recovery Plan rightly focuses on these, supported by existing policies such as the
Integrated Resource Plan, Mining Charter and Water Master Plan. These, in turn, support the National Development Plan.
South Africa thus has the pieces to build that foundation. But then we must take full advantage of the urgency
our recovery demands. Though the above policies have existed in some form for a while, the general lack of
execution, evaluation and collaboration around them has left the country treading water.
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The Reconstruction and Recovery Plan can be a catalyst to focus on those policies and finally see them
produce the results they were intended for. This can be achieved through two combined avenues. The first is
to identify and support catalytic projects that will reinforce policy outcomes. The second is to enforce standardised and centralised governance and project management.
Performance and delivery must be the measures of success, and failure to produce either must be heavily
discouraged, else failure to deliver will continue to be the reality and perception. Catalytic projects can help
attract the best talent, and also expose the corruption and disinterest that often damage the State’s ambitions.
If this first phase is successful enough, South Africa can start focusing on phase 2 elements that will be the
real transformers of lives and economies.

Phase 2: Bring the ocean to the boats
It is often said that the tide lifts all boats. But while a pithy saying, it’s not as effective in terms of modernisation. Though forces such as trickle-down effects do work, that can only go as far as the environment allows.
In a country where many people sit in underserved rural or township areas, the trickle has nowhere to go.
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It is imperative to heal and boost the country’s economy, attract foreign direct investment, leverage continental
trade and increase self-sustainability. Some of this will begin to materialise if phase 1 elements are successfully executed. But then we will require a more nuanced second prong to help raise the bottom closer to the
success of the top. In other words, we can build both a strong economy and improve access to that economy.
We call this phase 2.
Phase 2 consists of the following strategies:
• Focus on urbanising rural SA through infrastructure
• Focus on the modernisation of townships through infrastructure
• Focus on preferential market access trade agreements
Urbanising rural areas, as China began to do after the 2008 financial crisis, has several knock-on effects. It
can attract direct investment to those areas, leading to more jobs and high-level opportunities, thus helping
stem the current migration of talent to metro areas. The right infrastructure can encourage regional industries.
For example, agriculture areas are keen to invest more in technology, but they need better local logistics and
educated professionals to see that through. Urbanising rural areas will make those areas much more attractive
to talent and investment.
Modernising townships through infrastructure will do much to stimulate economic growth. As modern eco-
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nomics has shown, there is an inverse correlation between the productivity of an area and poverty. Productivity, in turn, relates directly to what can be achieved in an area or piece of land, which is why infrastructure
is key to unlocking such opportunities. Infrastructure can be defined as energy and water, as well as roads,
community services such as policing, and internet access. These all help attract businesses and business
opportunities - in other words, both attracting outside investment as well as encouraging local entrepreneurs.
This opportunity is enhanced by the number of people now working from home and thus bringing professional
insights to their communities. Modernising townships should be a prime strategy and outcome.
To be clear, this has to go beyond limited development projects that currently typify private investments. Both
rural and township areas require spatial planning to help create economic zones, helping create value chains
for informal economies that bring them into formal economies. Such planning will attract the type of private
development that can then scale and grow communities.
Last yet not least, South Africa should exploit its trade arrangements. The pandemic has made it very clear
that while globalisation is a powerful and useful trend, there must be greater emphasis on local resilience and
self-sufficiency. In Africa, we can practice both: globalisation through trade between African countries that will
establish a level of continental self-resiliency. These engagements will help stimulate the growth of the previous two points. Rural communities can benefit from logistic and trade hubs, and township economies can sell
goods and services to and from other African countries. If the first two points are the kindle, inter-African trade
is the spark for the economic fire.
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Ensuring a lasting transformation
South Africa has many challenges, but certainly, a leading one is our low productivity. By this, we define productivity as the output of skills and goods relative to the country’s resources. Issues such as unemployment
and land rights are direct implications around productivity: if we could reduce unemployment through new jobs
and ensure land is used to benefit more people, we will see a big jump in productivity.
Thus, the performance of the economy relates directly to South Africa’s core challenges. If we focus on areas
such as articulated in Phase 2 and seek overlaps, we can address the systemic issues plaguing our society.
President Ramaphosa’ recovery plan takes this to heart and its actions line up with fixing the country’s major
challenges through a more robust economy - and not one that just produces a trickle-down effect. By doing
so, the recovery plan also doesn’t threaten to undo many of the country’s strengths, such as its resilient tax
base and internationally-respected rule of law. Brute reallocation without economic growth will not fix the
country’s problems, nor will economic growth without redistribution. But a combination of both, using overlaps
such as trade deals/logistics infrastructure/rural development, is the winning formula.
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Dealing with corruption
But then we must ask what the threats to such an approach are? These are clear: corruption and the lack of
accountability.
The scourge of corruption now overshadows even crime in the public consciousness. South Africans are
aware that as much as a criminal act can hurt people and communities at a given point, corruption lasts longer
and can permanently undo the very structures and institutions that should lead to our betterment. Corruption
also undermines the social will to combat crimes as citizens see police officers and politicians get away with
criminal acts or fail to address them.
If this is in doubt, look at how endemic corruption in countries such as India and Nigeria have vastly weakened
institutions, fueled political discontent and opportunism, and generally degraded respect for the State that it
leans towards draconian rule. Corruption was always a deadly threat for nations, even bringing mighty empires
to their knees. For democratic governments, it’s a cancer.
Corruption can be addressed through good governance, enforcement of accountability, and visibility of operations. There can be no orphan projects - leaders at all levels must own projects under their command. Leaders
and staff must, in turn, be guided and equipped with clear governance that is strategically-aligned to their
institution as well as enforced. The State has never shied away from ambitious and well-meaning projects,
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but the lack of clear governance frameworks and accountability to those who have routinely sabotaged those
ambitions. As the spate of corruption around medical equipment during the pandemic revealed, impunity and
disregard for the rules are chronic and habitual.

Policy to the rescue
As just mentioned, South Africa’s Government has been ambitious around change, even though those attempts
often fall short in terms of executing, follow through and accountability. Nonetheless, those efforts have also
established a number of key policy documents that - if enacted, evaluated for performance, and improved - are
the levers by which the State can accomplish the above dynamics.
These policies include:
• The National Development Plan
• The Integrated Resource Plan
• The Green Energy Plan
• The Mining Charter
• The Water Master Plan
• The National Transport Master Plan
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• The Africa Free Trade Agreement
Each offers insight, strategies, and indicators to help reach the goals of the South African Economic Reconstruction and Recovery Plan. The way forward is not in doubt. Instead, what we must focus on is how to implement policy recommendations and make them last through accountability and monitoring.
These policies should guide departmental and other strategies that create clarity for all stakeholders, supported by clear governance frameworks and cultures that resonate across an organisation - from the Ministerial
and board levels down to the suppliers and beneficiaries of those activities.
By doing this and identifying catalytic projects at the right levels: rural infrastructure, township economies, and
inter-continental trade, South Africa’s change won’t just be a recovery. It will be a new epoch of prosperity.
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