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May 15th 2020 

Starting to lose the high ground  

 

President Ramaphosa sees himself as a consensus builder. He has followed that approach to generally 

good effect since he took over the leadership of the fractious governing party at the end of 2017, and 

since he became national President just over two years ago.  

He also managed to achieve a very high degree of consensus when he announced the first COVID-

19 lockdown at the end of March, and when he explained a fortnight later that it needed to be 

extended. Across the political, scientific and social spectrums there were very few dissenting voices.  

The initial measures seemed to most people to be reasonable, or at least tolerable. Mr Ramaphosa 

communicated the rationale for the lockdown very clearly, and this was reinforced by various 

scientific and medical advisors, who gave regular updates and explanations on radio and TV. Barring 

a few quibbles about cigarette sales and dog-walking, people accepted the restrictions, and the 

national consensus held. 

There were always going to be two potential threats to this consensus. Firstly, the simple passage of 

time. Even with the best intentions and ideal domestic conditions, people can stand only so much 

isolation and curtailment of their normal activities before boredom and frustration inevitably set in. 

But most of our population lack ideal living conditions. For them the lockdown is about even deeper 

levels of hunger, worsened financial insecurity, and numerous other socio-economic burdens. Their 

capacity to buy in to the lockdown and to continue observing its regulations is extremely limited.  

So, after some weeks for the comfortable, and a lot less for the desperate, we could expect to see the 

consensus fraying; and there is not much that the government can do about that, other than lifting the 

lockdown or very significantly – and riskily – loosening the restrictions. 

The second threat to consensus emanates from the way the lockdown is implemented, and the way 

the authorities respond to people’s legitimate needs. These aspects are fully within the government’s 

control; it can manage the lockdown in a way that keeps people on board or in a way that alienates 

them. After seven weeks we are seeing too much of the latter.  

 The security forces have adopted a needlessly, and very often unlawfully, heavy-handed 

approach, treating the populace as an enemy instead of helping and protecting it as the 

Constitution requires.  

 Some state-minded ministers have imposed petty regulations which, in their apparent 

irrationality, have caused needless anger and frustration.  

 Few ministers have bothered to explain their decrees – no one knows why cigarettes and hot 

food can’t be sold; or why public transport must cease at 19.00, just when many essential 

workers are making their way home; or why you can buy a golf shirt but not a t-shirt.  



 

 Other ministers and officials have been allowed to deliver moralistic lectures about alcohol, 

exercise and other lifestyle matters that go well beyond their briefs. 

These missteps in governance, far more than the mere length of the lockdown, are losing the 

government the spirit of consensus, and the high level of trust, with which it led us into this difficult 

journey. Unfortunately, Mr Ramaphosa’s address on Wednesday night did not do much to win back 

the ground he has let his administration lose. 

To his credit, he openly acknowledged that mistakes had been made and apologised for them: “Some 

of the actions we have taken have been unclear, some have been contradictory and some have been 

poorly explained. Implementation has sometimes been slow and enforcement has sometimes been 

inconsistent and too harsh. This evening, I want to reaffirm my commitment and the commitment of 

the government I lead to take whatever action is necessary to safeguard the life, the dignity and the 

interests of the South African people.” 

Few national leaders have been so frank, but it must also be said that Mr Ramaphosa has so far said 

not a word in public about the people who have been killed and assaulted by the security forces; or 

about the alacrity with which citizens are being arrested for the most trivial breaches of regulations; 

or about the seeming absurdity of some decrees. Neither, apparently, has he actually done anything. 

And while he promised “to ensure that all government decisions are taken in good faith, that they 

are reasonable and based on empirical evidence, and that they do not cause more harm than good; 

to be transparent, to take the nation into confidence and to do so regularly” he must have known that 

his government is still refusing to share its epidemiological modelling data with the broader scientific 

community; that it is refusing to disclose its reasons for banning cigarette sales; that there is no 

empirical evidence that justified the heavy limitations on e-commerce (which, to give due credit 

again, have now been lifted); and that there is no good faith in the ‘skop, skiet en donder’ utterances 

of his police minister, or in the attitude of the senior SANDF officer who told Parliament, “you are 

not our clients”.  

All this is not to suggest that Mr Ramaphosa is doing a poor job overall. We need only imagine having 

to deal with COVID-19 under the direction of his predecessor to realise how well-off we are. The 

point is simply that when the crisis demanded a radical response the President showed real leadership 

and rapidly won our trust and support; but he now runs the risk of letting it slip through his fingers.    

The reasons for this are not apparent. It has been surmised that the ANC’s factionalism is at the heart 

of it, since most of the ministers who are responsible for the excesses and absurdities of the last weeks, 

the ones who see the public as a problem to be contained rather than as a constituency to be served, 

are identified with the Zuma era; and that Mr Ramaphosa cannot afford – in his unending search for 

consensus – to offend this group. Maybe so, but the evidence for this is far from clear.   

Perhaps it is just that he has too much on his plate, and is weighed down under the many demands of 

such a time, with the result that some things are not being dealt with adequately.  

Whatever the reason, the risk is growing that the government will lose the relatively firm control of 

the situation that it has had up to now. There is a joke doing the rounds that asks, “Does Cyril know 

that Mitchell’s Plain is already at Level 1?”  If, over the next two or three weeks, we see more 

bullying from the police and army, and more irrationality and pettiness from those who write the 

regulations, more and more people will adopt Level 1 for themselves, no matter what the government 

says about it; and that will not be a matter for joking about.  
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