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Lockdown at Level 4 
 

Last night President Ramaphosa announced a limited easing of the national lockdown from Level 5 to Level 

4, effective as from Friday 1st May 2020. Level 4 is the second most stringent level and applies when there is 

still a ‘moderate to high spread of the virus and low to moderate response.’ In the light of this the President 

spoke again of employing a risk-adjusted strategy to the cautious opening up of various spaces. This follows a 

similar approach to that taken by a few other countries, most notably Germany and Austria and to some degree 

Italy and Spain. Several times in his speech the President spoke of this being ‘a time of caution.’ That is clearly 

the lens through which the speech and the activities proposed need to be understood. 

As the President spoke, the death toll for SA stood at 75, ten more than the previous day. There had been 318 

new infections, bringing the total to 3 953. Earlier in the day the Minister of Health said that 3.6m people had 

been screened and 143 000 had been tested. 

The President said that, guided by the WHO and the African Centre for Disease Control, SA has joined other 

African countries in implementing a more rigorous and widespread testing regimen. This will be one of the 

centrepieces of the bid to counter the pandemic. On the same day the UK also announced an up-scaling of its 

testing procedures.  

The announcement came at the close of a day on which the President spoke to President Trump, and to leaders 

of political parties represented in Parliament, and after days of engaging various stakeholders, especially in 

industry. Two aspects seemed to shape South Africa’s response: one, much is still unknown about the virus; 

the way in which it spreads is only partially understood and the toll it could eventually take, including the 

possibility of a future peak in the pandemic, remains largely unknown. Therefore, scientific opinion calls for 

erring on the side of caution. Secondly, despite the gaps in our knowledge, we do know more now than a month 

ago, and in the light of this can make determinations about the kinds of economic activity that are better geared 

to principles such as social distancing, spaces where hygienic standards can be more rigorously enforced, and 

industries whose contribution to the nation’s economic life is indispensable.  

We also have a better picture of where the pandemic is most intense and therefore variations in the response 

can be permitted across provinces, metropoles and districts. There are Constitutional provisions for such 

variations to be implemented. There is an understanding in that provision of what is understood in theology as 

the principle of subsidiarity and is generally a wise principle to apply. 

The opening of the economy will be guided by the risk of transmission in each sector, the expected impact of 

the lockdown, the economic contribution of the sector, and the effect on livelihoods. It was also clear that 

businesses that were permitted to re-open would do so in a phased way, and that initially only a third of the 

workforce would be allowed to resume activities. This is less than the allowances made for the mining sector. 

The relevant Ministers will provide the details over the next days. It is expected that retailers will be able to 

open outlets fully, wool and wine exports will be resumed, and sectors such as horticulture will be allowed to 
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operate. Many will be waiting to see how the various levels of education will be affected by the level 4 status. 

The President also made clear that there would be room for dialogue around all of these issues. This dialogical 

approach and the attempts to find consensus on key policy issues have indeed been positive markers of the 

way in which government has worked during the pandemic.  

Several other points were clear. There will be no immediate easing of restrictions on gatherings, with the 

exception of funerals under the very limited conditions permitted. This means that religious, cultural, social 

and sporting gatherings remain prohibited. No numerical limits were permitted, unlike the introductory phase 

of the lockdown when religious services of under 100 people were permitted. To emphasize the potential such 

gatherings have for contagion, the President noted that both a funeral and a religious gathering that ignored 

earlier restrictions had caused a rapid spread of the virus. He also underlined the need for people who could 

work from home to continue to do so. This was not couched in terms of its being a preference, but as an 

obligation.  However, some limited provision will be made for exercise.   

An increased deployment of 70 000 members of the National Defence Force has been sanctioned. This is 

designed to assist in ways other than support for ‘law and order’ activities. The Defence Force has come under 

severe criticism for its behaviour since the lockdown and its conduct has to be watched vigilantly. The 

President mentioned several social areas of engagement, such as water supply, as well as support for the health 

services.  

The borders will remain closed except for the repatriation of South Africans and of foreigners stranded in the 

country. No cross-provincial travelling will be permitted except for funerals, again under very strict conditions, 

and for the provision of essential services. This underlines the principle of stay at home or ‘non-mobility’, as 

it is sometimes called. The President acknowledged the toll that this takes on many, but asked for patience. In 

moral theology one always follows the principle of restricting what is harmful; this seems to be in line with 

that principle. 

Again, following international practice, he indicated that from now on face masks would have to be worn in 

public, and indicated that the textile and manufacturing industries, including small firms, were busy producing 

these. In a remarkably warm and human way he ended his speech by acknowledging that there is no-one who 

doesn’t wish to return to work; no company that doesn’t wish to re-open; no student who doesn’t want to 

resume their studies; and then added: 

“Yet we are all called upon at some time in our lives to make great sacrifices for our own future and the 

future of others. There are times when we must endure hardship and difficulties so that we can enjoy 

freedom and prosperity into the future. During the past five weeks we have demonstrated to the entire 

world what a nation can achieve with courage, determination and solidarity. We must not give up now. I 

am asking you to stay strong.” 

Then after these stirring words the President, who has shown skill in managing some of the most difficult 

moments in our history and in walking a very demanding tightrope, failed to find the elastics to put his mask 

on properly, and for one hilarious moment the mask was all over his face. At the end of a challenging speech, 

it gave reason for a momentary chuckle. 
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