
 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 A New Kind of Deal for South Africa   

 
 
 

1. Introduction   
 

South Africa faces unprecedented economic 
challenges. Some, such as the billions of Rands 
scurried away by those bent on emptying the state 
coffers, have been self-inflicted; others, such as the 
devastating effects of COVID-19, are imported. 
When Statistics South Africa released its latest 
Quarterly Labour Force Survey for the three 
months to March 2020 (this excluded the 
lockdown period) it revealed that South Africa’s 
unemployment rate stood at 30.1%. A recent 
survey by the National Income Dynamics Study 
(NIDS), called the Coronavirus Rapid Mobile 
Survey (CRAM),1 noted that approximately three 
million South Africans lost their jobs between 
February and April 2020. Women accounted for 
two million of these job losses.2  
 
To get the economy going and create employment, 
President Ramaphosa has seemingly placed the 
majority of his eggs in the infrastructure-
investment basket. With a long list of 
infrastructure projects ready to go, one is 
reminded of US President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt’s New Deal programmes, designed to 
lift the American people out of the Great 
Depression by getting them back to work building 
roads, bridges, railroads, dams, etc. 
 
This briefing paper will look at the recently 
gazetted infrastructure projects, why they are 
needed, how they will be funded, and how 
government will attempt to safeguard them from 
corrupt practices.  
 
 

2. Why Spend on Infrastructure?   
 
People are not the only essential building block of 
an economy. An economy also needs 
telecommunication networks, good roads, rail 
networks, electricity, water supply and many 
other kinds of infrastructure. An economy relies 
on these essential building blocks to connect 
supply chains and efficiently move goods and 
services. Reliable infrastructure connects 
households, from rural villages to towns and cities. 
Without it, an unemployed youth cannot travel to 
where the jobs are, the elderly cannot access 
healthcare, and children cannot get to school.  
 
Since the National Infrastructure Plan was 
adopted in 2012, a lot has been said by 
government regarding the potential that 
infrastructure spending has to stimulate the 
economy. Some projects were planned and 
started, but not much of a multiplier effect (i.e. an 
increase in spending that produces an increase in 
national income and consumption greater than 
the initial amount spent) can be pointed to. 
According to the National Treasury, South Africa’s 
public sector infrastructure spend was R3.2 
trillion between 1998/99 and 2018/19. The 
biggest spending was on the FIFA World Cup 2010 
construction projects. Since then, spending on 
public sector infrastructure has been declining.  
 
According to the Treasury, this decline is largely 
due to “municipalities and state-owned companies 
substantially reducing their spending over the  
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past few years.”3 Yet public sector infrastructure 
spending is not only essential for economic 
growth, but also one of the trademarks of a 
‘developmental state’, which the governing party 
claims it wants South Africa to be.  
 
The state cannot invest in infrastructure by itself: 
it needs partnerships with the private sector. 
According to an Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) report 
released in July 2020,4 South Arica’s infrastructure 
is deteriorating because investment in 
infrastructure, like transport, has not only 
declined and it also suffers a lack of  maintenance. 
It further states: “Developing well-structured 
public-private partnerships could boost 
infrastructure investment and in particular, 
participation of private capital in ports and rail. 
Increasing public investment from 3.6% to 5% of 
GDP would boost potential growth.”  
 
It is difficult to imagine where the finance for the 
50 infrastructure projects, estimated at R360 
billion, will come from in an economy that has 
been further decimated by the coronavirus 
pandemic. The scant information that is available 
points to the fact that the bulk – R340 billion –will 
be funded by banks, development finance 
institutions, multilateral organisations and 
private investors. Institutions like the New 
Development Bank (NDB), the Development Bank 
of Southern Africa (DBSA), and the African 
Development Bank (AFDB) have made funding 
commitments. Some projects, like the one to build 
45 000 affordable housing units, are intended to 
be completely privately funded. 
 
 
3. The Proposed Infrastructure Projects   

 
Investment in infrastructure is not new to 
government. Under the Zuma administration, a 
Presidential Infrastructure Coordinating 
Commission (PICC) was launched in 2012 to 
spearhead infrastructure projects aimed at 
expanding access to communication, which 
included the migration from analogue to digital 
television. There were other infrastructure 
projects; some were successful and others, like the 
digital migration, were not.  
 
On July 14, Minister for Public Works and 
Infrastructure, Patricia De Lille, published the 
details of 50 strategic, ‘shovel-ready’, 
infrastructure projects (Sips) with a total 
investment of R360 billion and having the 

potential to create more than 250 000 jobs. These 
projects include:5  
 

 15 transport projects valued at R47 billion 
with a possible 50 000 jobs.   
 

 11 water and sanitation projects valued at 
R106 billion. An estimated 25 000 jobs 
will be created. The projects are spread 
throughout all nine provinces and include 
water treatment works, augmentation 
schemes, and the building of a 160km 
pipeline to secure water for Medupi and 
Matimba power stations.   
 

 18 human settlement developments 
valued at R138 billion. An estimated 
190 000 jobs will potentially be created. 
These include affordable housing projects 
in all provinces except the Western Cape.   

 
 Two agricultural and agro-processing 

projects valued at R7 billion. An estimated 
4000 jobs will be created. This includes 
the establishment of a tilapia fish breeding 
farm in the Eastern Cape.   

 
 The three energy projects valued at R58 

billion will potentially create an estimated 
6000 jobs. They include an 
emergency/risk mitigation Power 
Purchase Procurement Programme 
(2000mw); a small Independent Power 
Producer (IPP) Power Purchase 
Procurement Programme (100mw); and 
an Embedded Generation Investment 
Programme (EGIP) (400MW).   

 
 A digital infrastructure facility called the 

Space Infrastructure Hub will be built. This 
initiative is valued at R4 billion and has the 
potential to create an estimated 700 jobs. 
The Hub will be for the development of 
satellite infrastructure, satellite-based 
augmentation systems, and earth 
observation satellites. 

 
 
A further 12 special projects have also been 
included in the gazetted list. These include the 
Rural Bridges (Welisizwe) Programme which will 
upgrade pedestrian bridges in rural areas; the 
Rural Roads Upgrade Programme which will 
upgrade gravel roads; and the Digitising of 
Government Information Programme. 
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The difference between the success of these 
projects, and the failures of the previous projects, 
will probably be the following:  
 

1. The establishment in 2019, in terms of the 
Infrastructure Development Act,6 of the 
Investment and Infrastructure Office (IIO) 
in the Presidency, by President 
Ramaphosa; 
 

2. The establishment of a new institution, 
Infrastructure South Africa (ISA), which 
will be responsible for “project 
identification, preparation, packaging and 
promotion to create a comprehensive 
project pipeline.” These functions were 
previously the responsibility of the 
Presidential Infrastructure Coordinating 
Commission and Treasury's Budget 
Facility for Infrastructure;7  
 

3. The establishment of a public-private 
coordinating body, the Infrastructure 
Investment Committee. It is here where 
identified projects are evaluated as being 
‘bankable’ or ready for funding.  
 

4. The adoption of the ‘sustainable 
infrastructure development’ (SIDS) 
methodology for the planning and 
preparation of projects. SIDS ensures that 
“projects and programmes are evaluated 
in terms of, among other things, how they 
will advance the National Development 
Goals and in particular the National 
Development Plan, the National 7 Key 
Priorities of the sixth administration, the 
African Union 2063 Agenda and all the 
commitments made by the President in 
state of the nation addresses.”8 

 
The list of 50 gazetted projects was the outcome of 
the inaugural Sustainable Infrastructure 
Development Symposium South Africa (SIDSSA), 
which was convened by the Investment and 
Infrastructure Office in the Presidency. After 
sifting through 177 projects, using SIDS and 
putting them through the Investment 
Infrastructure Committee, the projects were 
divided into six sectors where investment is most 
needed: water and sanitation; energy; transport; 
digital infrastructure; agriculture and agro-
processing; and human settlements. 
 
According to the IIO head, Dr Kgosientso 
Ramokgopa,9 projects often failed to kick-off 

because government approvals or the necessary 
licenses could not be obtained without delay. It 
could take up to 18 to 36 months to get the 
necessary environmental impact assessments, re-
zoning approval or water-use license. However, 
the approved 50 infrastructure projects will not 
suffer the same delays.  The legal framework 
provided by the Infrastructure Development Act 
provides that once a project has been gazetted the 
necessary permits and licenses are completed 
within 56 days. According to Dr Ramakgopa, a 
number of the projects could be starting within 
three months because they are in the “execution, 
operation or tendering phase.”10 This is something 
that will need to be monitored carefully, since such 
assurances have been given in the past, and have 
not been realised.  
 
 
4. Keeping the Vultures at Bay    
 
In 2010 the word ‘tenderpreneur’ – a person in 
government or the private sector who illicitly 
obtains private or government tenders and 
contracts – was added to the South African lexicon. 
In 2020 the word ‘covidpreneurs’ was coined to 
refer to those in government or private sector who 
obtained questionable tenders and contracts to 
provide personal protective equipment (PPE). The 
coinage of these two uniquely South Africa words 
is symptomatic of how entrenched corruption has 
become. If the necessary safeguards are not put in 
place to keep such vultures at bay, the 
infrastructure investment and development drive 
will surely not become the ‘flywheel of economic 
growth.’11 It is more likely that South Africa will 
add another ‘preneur’ word to its lexicon. 
 
To detect and prevent corruption, every 
infrastructure project, whether it is run by a 
municipality or at national level, will have the 
newly established Infrastructure South Africa as 
the entry point.  All projects will also be reviewed 
by the Presidential Infrastructure Coordinating 
Commission, which comprises premiers, mayors, 
and SOEs. A further safeguard put in place will be 
to allow the public to scrutinise companies which 
bid for tenders under the SIPS. 
 
But these measures will not be enough if there is 
no culture change from government. There must 
be arrests and prosecutions of those suspected of 
having obtained tenders fraudulently. The 
governing party also has to become far more 
serious in dealing decisively with its members. 



 

  

5. Conclusion   
 
It is recognised globally that spending on 
infrastructure development is more than just 
creating jobs; it is also about building 
communities and building a country. Thus, 
building a school or a bridge, extending a railway 
or tarring a road, are ways of helping communities  
 
 

 
 
to generate an income; of investing in the future; 
and of providing citizens with the means to 
participate in the country’s economy 
 
 

Kenny Pasensie 
Project Coordinator 
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