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A fter Ramaphosa’s first address to the nation on the 
coronavirus pandemic we warned that his appeal for 

South Africa to face the crisis as a “united nation” would 
prove to be completely hollow. We pointed out that the class 
struggle would continue (see Special Editorial p. 11). This is 
precisely what has developed under the lockdown. Instead 
of Ramaphosa’s “solidarity, understanding and compassion” 
the bosses have scrambled to pass as much of the burden 
of the crisis as possible onto the backs of the working class. 
Workers have been forced to use their annual leave, had pay 
withheld and been retrenched. Communities are starving 
and suffering police and military brutality. Many workers in 
essential services are working without adequate personal 
protective clothing (PPE). Trade unions report floods of calls.
Ramaphosa’s hypocrisy has been exposed by the ANC 
government’s follow-through on the threat to rip-up the 
public-sector wage agreement and withhold agreed pay rises. 
This is despite the fact that the agreement covers the health 
workers risking their lives to manage the spread of Covid. 
On the forefront in communities are the Community Health 
Workers on a salary of just R3,500 per month. They are only 
on this meagre salary after a struggle to be recognised as 
employees.  The Saftu-affiliated Nupsaw union has had to take-
up the demand of thousands of Community Health Workers 
for adequate PPE. Even the ANC-loyalists in the leadership 
of the Nehawu union felt under sufficient pressure from its 
members in the health sector to open a court case against the 
government for breaching the Occupational Health and Safety 
Act (later withdrawn). The ANC-led Gauteng government has 
used the corona crisis as a cover to cancel the contracts of 
the 5,000 EPWP workers who were waging a struggle for 
permanent jobs before the crisis hit (see p. 4).
Demands around PPE and testing will feature prominently 
in workers’ struggles and the workers’ movement in the 
months and years ahead. Saftu reports that members of its 
Giwusa affiliate at food manufacturer Clover went on strike 
over the company’s failure to provide protective clothing. 
Further spontaneous unprotected strikes are likely. Mines 
could become a flashpoint as they begin to re-open given the 
confined working conditions and militant traditions of the 
mineworkers. Already, the chances being taken by the mine 
bosses have been too brazen even for the ANC government. 
The CEO of Impala Platinum in Rustenburg appeared in court 
for prematurely re-calling 6,000 workers in violation of the 
Disaster Management Act.

Lack of Leadership
Workers’ frustration, anger, and even fear, is exerting pressure 
on trade union leaders to react. But only up to a point. So far 
there is very little in the way of genuine leadership from the 
tops of the workers organisations. Trade union leaders are 
carefully avoiding the suggestion that strike action can be a 
response from workers concerned about adequate PPE and 

health and safety. Some leaders may be concerned that trade 
unions could also find themselves in court for violating the 
Disaster Management Act.
But it would be a serious mistake for the trade union movement 
to voluntarily place itself in the straightjacket of bourgeois 
law. The MWP has argued that the anti-strike provisions of 
the amended LRA must be defied where necessary with a 
combination of mass action rendering them unenforceable and 
creative legal manoeuvres. The same approach must be taken 
toward anti-worker provisions in the Disaster Management 
Act and the restrictions on democratic rights under the 
lockdown. In ‘normal’ times strikes, pickets and marches are 
self-policed by workers’ marshals. Under the conditions of the 
covid crisis their responsibilities can be extended to ensure 
that social-distancing measures and other health and safety 
precautions are complied with. Workers in essential services 
can determine and organise appropriate levels of emergency 
cover themselves when strike action is necessary. Health 
workers in KZN refused to expose themselves to coronavirus 
without adequate PPE and training.
The bosses have no hesitations in abusing the State of 
Disaster regulations, using them to falsely assert that basic 
workers’ rights are suspended. At Cape Town’s Pic N Pay 
distribution centre seventy workers were dismissed for going 
on strike (though the workers deny this). Workers were given 
notices telling them that they were now classified as ‘essential 
workers’ and that it was “unlawful” to “engage in any form 
of strike action”. The KZN health workers mentioned above 
were charged by the employer for “failing to take a lawful 
instruction”.
Even before Covid hit, SA was experiencing a jobs bloodbath. 
Ritual denunciations by trade union leaders did not arm 
workers for a fight to save jobs then. Nor will they under the far 
more challenging conditions of the Covid crisis. Public sector 
trade unions have responded to the government’s scrapping 
of the public sector pay rise by opening court cases. But none 
have raised the need for a public sector general strike. Even if 
it is only possible to organise such a strike after the lockdown 
has ended, it should be raised now to prepare workers. The 
strike must bring together all public sector workers, including 
workers at SAA who are facing mass retrenchment as the 
airline is pushed towards likely liquidation.

Dangers
There is a danger of an unofficial truce between the classes 
emerging. However, as developments during the lockdown 
have shown, the class struggle has no ‘off switch’.  Workers 
will have no choice but to fight for safe working conditions 
and in defence of pay and jobs. We have no doubt that across 
the length and breadth of the country groups of workers 
are taking heroic stands in defence of their lives and their 
interests. In reality, any truce can only operate at the level of 
the working class’s leadership. It does not have to be explicitly 
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stated – inaction is sufficient for it to exist in practice. The result 
is that the trade union leaders render a great service to the 
capitalist ANC government and the bosses, helping to ensure 
that outbreaks of struggle remain isolated and contained. 
The existence of a stronger and more united trade union 
movement would have found the working class better 
prepared to meet the challenges of the covid crisis. The 
immediate task would have been for workers to take control 
of emergency health measures and organise them in such a 
way as to defend their interests. Strong and democratic shop 
stewards committees, at workplace, regional and provincial 
level, resting on well organised workforces, could have set 
the terms for the continuation of work in essential services, 
and the terms upon which non-essential workplaces would be 
closed and re-opened. 
Laid-off trade union members could have organised in ‘Covid 
brigades’ linking-up with community activists, making the 
deployment of the police and army in the townships and 
informal settlements unnecessary. These brigades could have 
ensured security, the provision of food and the well-being of 
elderly and vulnerable residents. An authoritative trade union 
federation, linking-up the entire working class, would demand 
from the government the resources to make these brigades 
effective. It would also prepare a post-lockdown campaign to 
ensure that every single lost job and cent of income is regained. 
If there was a socialist mass workers party in existence, the 
crisis would be fully used to expose the capitalist system and 
the parties that defend it and prepare the working class for a 
struggle to win political power.
However, unfortunately, this was not the condition in which 
the pandemic found the working class movement. The crisis 
must be used to strengthen working class organisation and 
raise socialist consciousness, preparing workers for the 
sharp struggles that lie ahead. If things are left to the ANC 
government and the capitalists the working class faces an 
unprecedented catastrophe.

The working class needs its own
post-Covid ‘recovery plan’.

Continuity
The Cosatu leadership has a conscious policy of class 
collaboration through its alliance with the ANC. Workers 
cannot expect any leadership from them, notwithstanding 
occasional knee-jerk reactions under the pressure of their 
members. At this stage Saftu is best positioned to provide 
leadership and act as a pole of attraction for the working class 
revolt that can develop. Is it up to the challenge? At this stage, 
we must warn that Saftu faces the danger of sleep-walking 
into the role of a ‘loyal opposition’ to capitalism.
The pandemic is exposing the rotten state of world capitalism. 
But it is not itself the cause of that rottenness. It is playing 
the role of a catalyst – accelerating processes and sharpening 
contradictions that already existed. In South Africa the 
pandemic is multiplying the pre-existing crises of hunger, 
poverty, inequality and unemployment. The ANC government’s 
militarisation of the lockdown (see p. 6-7) and their slavish 
support for the interests of big business in managing the crisis 
continues and deepens the course they were already on.
Unfortunately, the Covid crisis also seems to have accelerated 
the Saftu leadership’s journey down the road of ideological 
retreat that it had already been travelling. Saftu’s immediate 
response to the crisis was to come out explicitly in support 
of the ideas of capitalist economist John Maynard Keynes. His 

ideas were consciously calculated to cut across working class 
movements developing in the direction of a revolutionary 
revolt against the capitalist system, especially in Europe after 
World War Two.
We have warned previously that Saftu’s Keynesian programme 
amounts to an effort to save capitalism from itself (see Izwi 
No. 1). Proving our point capitalist governments around the 
world have implemented Keynesian-style stimulus measures 
in response to the economic catastrophe of the Covid crisis. 
These neo-liberal capitalist governments are resorting to 
measures they have previously denounced as “socialist”, in 
Trump’s words, “not to undermine the free market system, 
but to save it.”
Even the ANC government may be forced to implement 
stimulus measures that go well beyond anything Saftu has 
yet proposed. Over the past year, one of Saftu’s key demands 
has been an interest rate cut to 3%. The Reserve Bank has cut 
rates from 6.5% in January to 4.25% today, their lowest level 
ever. The BNP Paribas bank is predicting they will soon be 
cut to 3%. Saftu is going to get the rate it wants. Saftu’s other 
major demand has been for a R500 billion stimulus package. 
The ANC government has now introduced one (see p. 8-10).
The Covid crisis has proved that Saftu’s programme was always 
fully compatible with capitalism. The neo-Keynesianism of 
the twenty-first century leaves ownership and control of the 
economy fully in the hands of the capitalist class. Its policies 
are based on inducing them to invest, accepting that they will 
only do so it they can make a sufficient profit. Workers’ leaders 
that accept this logic end-up restraining workers’ struggle to 
ensure an ‘investment friendly environment’. From here it is a 
short step to ‘social partnership’ (open class collaboration) i.e. 
‘a loyal-opposition’.
The statement on the Covid crisis issued by the Socialist 
Revolutionary Workers Party in the name of Numsa general 
secretary Irvin Jim also falls far short of a genuine socialist 
programme. They also demand a stimulus package but want 
interest rates to go all the way down to 0% for the duration of 
the pandemic. The capitalist governments of Europe and the 
US have all implemented near-0% interest rates or lower. The 
SRWP makes the welcome call for the nationalisation of the 
private health sector, but only the private health sector. Again, 
the capitalist government of Spain was willing to do this in its 
response to the pandemic. The SRWP’s broader denunciations 
of what Covid reveals about capitalism are left hanging in the 
air, vague and divorced from any practical action, now or in 
the future.
We believe this approach continues to flow from the 
influence of the counter-revolutionary idea of revolution by 
‘stages’ learned in the SA Communist Party. The danger is 
the Numsa leadership can reinforce the broader ideological 
retreat in Saftu and even become a cover for it by dressing-
up Saftu’s reformist programme as a ‘revolutionary’ minimum 
programme. The consequence is the same however: to 
position Saftu as a loyal opposition to capitalism.

Opportunity
The tragedy of the coronavirus pandemic can be turned 
into an enormous opportunity for the workers’ movement. 
It has stripped capitalism naked before the working class. 
Generation-old lies about the superiority of the market – 
already threadbare after the 2008-09 economic crisis – have 
been exposed in dramatic fashion. In the United States and 
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Europe there have been unprecedented state interventions 
in the capitalist economy (see p. 12-15). There will be an 
intensified search by workers and young people for a political 
alternative.
So far the scale of the ANC government’s economic stimulus 
measures do not even register in comparison. But food banks 
have been set-up to distribute food parcels. The homeless are 
being housed in sports centres, community halls and closed 
schools. New social grants have been introduced and others 
topped-up by R500 per month. There are plans to ‘de-densify’ 
some informal settlements. Water tanks have been promised 
to thousands more. South Africa’s top billionaires have been 
able to cough-up a few R-billion extra for a solidarity fund. 
Administered by the ANC government these measures are 
slow to arrive, completely inadequate, marred by corruption 
and even state brutality. But they do give a glimpse of how 
the resources of society could be mobilised to tackle at least 
extreme poverty.
Poor communities will not easily accept the ending of even 
these meagre measures when the pandemic has passed. The 
working class will want to know why the ‘emergency’ measures 
suitable for the war against Covid cannot be made permanent 
to guarantee living standards and tackle the crises of 
unemployment, low-pay, poverty, hunger and homelessness, 
inadequate healthcare, education, housing and services.
The capitalist class is well aware of the problem they may 
create for themselves. The Sunday Times quotes Sipho Pityana, 
head of lobby group Business Unity SA, as saying, “When we 
adopt policies, even as interim arrangements, we must also 
worry about their sustainability. If they are short-term we 
must worry about what happens when we no longer continue 
with them. Are you sowing the seeds of discontent?” This is 
also reported to be Tito Mboweni’s preoccupation. A period 
of sharp class conflict is posed as the capitalist class gropes 
its way to finding the new line between concession and 
repression.
One thing that the working class can be certain of however 
is that every recovery plan overseen by the ANC government 
and its partners in business will have as its goal the defence 
of the capitalist profit system. Whilst they may be forced into 
more far-reaching ‘emergency’ measures the ANC remains 
firmly wedded to its long-term austerity plans, ensuring key 
elements are implemented even whilst the country is in the 
midst of the crisis.
By the time that the lockdown ends SAA may no longer exist, 
its state funding cut-off. The threat to rip-up the public-
sector wage agreement and withhold agreed pay rises has 
been carried-through. At the same time as millions have lost 
jobs and income during the lockdown, Absa, Standard Bank, 
Nedbank and Old Mutual paid-out a combined R20.9 billion 
in dividends (profits) to its shareholders. This dwarfs the R2.5 
billion in donations to the so-called Solidarity Fund.

Way Forward
In the coming months (and even years) daily life will be in 
a permanent state of disruption. The precariousness that 

millions of workers and poor people face will increase, 
engulfing millions more. The task of the leaders of the workers’ 
movement is to place the working class on a war footing 
to face this future and seize the initiative against the class 
enemy. This must be based on a clear socialist programme. 
A commitment to nationalisation under democratic working 
class control and management must be at its heart. In the new 
conditions of global pandemic and deepened capitalist crisis 
the workers movement needs to be guided by the following 
principles:
Capitalism has failed. Struggle for democratic working 
class control over the management of the pandemic. 

Ensure safe working conditions.
Restore every job. Repay every cent of lost wages. Re-

instate the public sector pay rise.
Extend and deepen all emergency poverty alleviation 

measures under the democratic control of 
communities.

Oppose recovery plans that aim to save capitalism. 
Fight for socialist measures. Nationalise the banks and 
financial sector; private health care, laboratories and 
pharmaceutical companies; food processing and the 

big supermarket chains.
Implement the Saftu and Working Class Summit 

resolutions on the workers party. Launch in time to 
contest the 2021 local elections on a socialist platform 
of “never again!” will capitalism leave us vulnerable to 

pandemics and starvation.
The working class needs preparation and organisation to 
flesh-out and fight for such a programme. The first step should 
be to convene a Special Saftu Congress immediately followed 
by a second Working Class Summit (WCS). All Saftu Congress 
delegates would be expected to attend the WCS ahead of 
which a campaign must be organised to ensure attendance 
from rank-and-file delegates of Cosatu, Nactu, Fedusa and 
Amcu. These meetings must re-arm the movement with a 
programme of action for the new period in the class struggle 
that is upon us. They must take place as soon as possible, 
even by the end of May. The working class is quite capable 
of ensuring that these meetings, as well as transport to and 
from them, are organised safely, observing necessary social-
distancing measures.
Struggle does not need to wait for this phase of lockdown 
to be ended. A guerrilla war should be started now. The 
government has vastly expanded the UIF call centre to handle 
the flood of claims. The trade union movement should do 
the same. Through a widely publicised helpline complaints 
from workers against every abuse by their bosses should 
be carefully recorded. Action should then be taken through 
phone calls, letters and the opening of CCMA and Labour 
Court cases, even criminal cases if necessary. Guidance can 
be given to workers on how to take industrial action. This 
could be the foundation for a mass recruitment campaign 
even under the lockdown, helping to broaden participation in 
a second Working Class Summit.

4 EDITORIAL

IF YOU AGREE WITH WHAT
YOU READ  - JOIN US!

CALL, SMS OR WHATSAPP
081 366 7375

The MWP has no big business backers. We are funded 
by the cents and Rands of our members & supporters. 

We ask readers to donate and support our work.
Account name: Izwilabasebenzi Bank: FNB
Acc no: 62027185489 Branch code: 250805D

O
N

A
TE



WORKPLACE 5

T he decision of the Gauteng 
Department of Infrastructure 

Development to carry through its threat 
to cancel the contracts of its 5,000 
EPWP workers during the lockdown and 
deny them an income was an act of 
barbarity. But the workers will not be 
surprised by the Department’s cruelty. 
It is the culmination of years of abuse 
and exploitation.
The Department’s argument has been 
that they made a mistake by keeping 
the same workers on the programme 
for as long as seven years. They wanted 
to bring new people in. Surely they are 
not recruiting during the lockdown? 
Therefore the money that should have 
been paid in stipends in April must just 
be sitting and gathering dust.
When the EPWP Forum inquired about 
the non-payment of the April stipends 
the Chief Director declared that the 
contracts had expired and that therefore 
the Gauteng Provincial Government had 
nothing to do with the EPWP workers 
any longer. This was despite the fact that 
the DID had given a written undertaking 
to engage with the workers as a result of 
the 9 and 10 March protest and sleep-
over at the DID’s Corner House HQ in 
Johannesburg (see MWP website).
In the two weeks after the Corner House 
protest management played hide-and-
seek with workers’ leaders. They would 
not pitch to meetings, reschedule them, 
and then again fail to turn-up. The State 
of Disaster and lockdown must have 
come as a huge relief to them! They 
could let the contract expiration date 
come and go. With workers shut up at 
home, guarded by soldiers and under 
threat of arrest if they tried to assemble 
they were safe from fresh protests.
The Chief Director insists that the 
EPWP workers are not the Gauteng 
Provincial Government’s responsibility. 
But officials from the same government 
are denying EPWP workers emergency 
food parcels, claiming that they are 
still employed. Reports show that the 
distribution of food parcels is already 
marred by corruption. Three ANC 
councillors were arrested in the North 
West for having the parcels delivered 
to their houses. They wanted to buy 
the ‘gratitude’ of the community by 

allocating the parcels themselves. EPWP 
workers are very used to this trick. It is 
an open secret that ANC councillors use 
EPWP ‘jobs’ to try and win votes. They 
even call EPWP workers to campaign for 
them in elections to return the ‘favour’.

Solidarity?
On TV President Ramaphosa has 
been calling for South Africa to act 
with “solidarity, understanding and 
compassion” and face the coronavirus 
crisis as a “united country”. He has even 
offered to cut his salary by one third for 
the next three months. Most workers 
would have been very sceptical about 
this.
Firstly, Ramaphosa can afford to take 
a cut in his salary of nearly R3 million 
per year, which comes to R250,000 per 
month. Whilst he volunteered his salary 
cut, he gave ordinary public sector 
workers no such option. He simply 
refused to implement the 2020 wage 
increase agreed to in the agreement 
signed in 2018. That is theft.
We are therefore not surprised that 
Ramaphosa’s deployees in the ANC-
run Gauteng Provincial Government 
have followed his example as a liar and 
hypocrite. They have not even followed 
the guidelines issued by Ramaphosa’s 
ministers.
On 26 March, Patricia De Lille, Minister of 
Public Works and Infrastructure issued a 
Ministerial Directive concerning EPWP 
workers. All EPWP workers ultimately 
fall under the jurisdiction of the national 
department. The Directive was sent 
to “all national, provincial and local 
government public bodies”. It applies to 

the Gauteng DID’s EPWP workers.
The Directive says that EPWP employers 
are “required” to:

Ensure that salary of all EPWP 
workers that have employment 
contracts that are active for the 
period 27 March 2020 to 16 April 
2020 or any part thereof; is 
paid.

On 27 March all of the Gauteng DID’s 
EPWP workers were still employed. 
The department has clearly breached a 
Ministerial Directive by withholding the 
April stipends.
The CEO of miner Impala Platinum has 
appeared in court for contravening the 
regulations of the State of Disaster. De 
Lille’s Ministerial Directive invoked the 
provisions of the Disaster Management 
Act. By ignoring the Directive the DID 
is also in contravention of the act. The 
MEC, the HOD and DDGs should be 
arrested and charged.

Lockdown Used 
to Dismiss 

Gauteng’s EPWP 
Workers

NB: Originally published as a Gauteng EPWP 
Workers Forum statement. Edited version.

EPWP WorkErs ProtEst outsidE thE GautEnG did’s hQ on 9 and 10 March.

WE SAY:
• Arrest and charge the Gauteng 
DID’s leadership

• Immediate payment of the April 
stipends

• Distribution of food parcels to 
EPWP workers’ households

• Moratorium on the cancellation 
of EPWP workers’ contracts for the 
duration of the State of Disaster 
and the re-opening of negotiations as 
soon as it is lifted



T   here is growing concern over police and military brutality 
in the enforcement of South Africa’s lockdown. Videos 

have circulated on social media of soldiers beating-up and 
kicking residents in informal settlements, forcing them to do 
frog jumps and roll in the mud as they arrogate to themselves 
the right to mete-out justice on the spot.
The shack-dwellers organisation, Abahlali baseMjondolo 
(AbM), reported that for three successive days, starting on 
Day 1 of the lockdown, eThekwini municipal officials oversaw 
evictions and the demolition of shacks by private security 
companies. The eThekwini Municipality responded to AbM’s 
protests by returning the following day, this time backed 
by the army – the SA National Defence Force. The Defence 
Minister, Nosiviwe Mapisa-Nqakula was obliged to issue a 
statement condemning the brutality. But it was clear no action 
would be taken.
Police Minister Bheki Cele has clearly taken to his increased 
role with relish, declaring at a press conference that “we have 
no issues arresting people if we need to, so don’t give us a reason 
to.” He has lightmindedly dismissed complaints, describing 
the police’s behaviour as “kind” and warning that people has 
not yet seen “brutality”.
Journalists in Johannesburg gave a good indication of how 
some SAPS members interpreted the cue of the Police Minister 
on the enforcement of the lockdown regulations. On Day 4 
they observed the following:

At midday on Monday, a white Toyota hatchback … 
was cruising through the quieter than usual streets 
of Hillbrow, a densely-populated suburb near 
Johannesburg’s city centre.
Inside was a plainclothes policeman wearing jeans, a 
red jacket and surgical gloves, and three colleagues in 
SAPS uniforms.
The vehicle would drive a few blocks and come to a halt, 
and the plainclothes cop with a sjambok [whip] would 
leap out and chase civilians apparently breaking strict 
lock-down rules. If he caught them, he would beat them 
with the whip – sometimes administering up to eight 
blows.
“We are sjambokking people… People cannot be 
disciplined without it,” said the uniformed driver of the 
vehicle. “We don’t want to see three people together 
without carrying anything. What are they doing? Then 
you ask, ‘Where are you going?’, they don’t answer.”
He claimed that this kind of force was permitted during 
the national lockdown, and that they were following 
orders from “the top”.

In parts of Durban policing has been business as usual. The 
xenophobic harassment of foreign-born spaza shop owners 
has continued with police demanding bribes and confiscating 
goods. Again, the lead on this was set from “the top”. The 
Minister of Small Business Development, Khumbudzo 
Ntshavheni, announced that only spaza shops run by South 
African citizens would be allowed to operate during the 
lockdown. Although this was later withdrawn, alongside 

Cele’s comments, it nevertheless helped set the tone for the 
lockdown.
At the time of writing, eight people have died as a result of 
police action. When reported, this exceeded the number of 
deaths caused by the virus! (News24’s online article has since 
amended this figure to three without an explanation. Other 
news outlets continue to use eight.) One of the dead was a 
man in the Western Cape who was tasered while trying to 
buy beer (prohibited as part of the lockdown). Six cases of 
police assault have been handed to the Independent Police 
Investigative Directorate. This likely only scratches the surface 
of abuses that are taking place given the scale of repression.
At the end of the first week of the lockdown SAPS confirmed 
17,209 arrests had been made. This will include some who 
have taken advantage of the lockdown to, for example, rob 
closed schools and business premises. The better indication 
of the impact of the lockdown on normally law-abiding people 
are the 7,450 fines which have been handed out for breaking 
lockdown rules. News reports give another flavour of the 
impact. On 4 April, fifty-five construction workers were arrested 
for continuing with their work. Their employer was nowhere 
to be found however! Fifty were arrested while attending a 
wedding in KZN. Police moved in during the exchange of vows, 
arresting the bride, the groom and the pastor!

ANC Authoritarianism
But all of the ANC’s ministers are only following the lead of 
their Commander-in-Chief, President Cyril Ramaphosa. Ahead 
of the lockdown Ramaphosa addressed a televised rally 
of police officers. He was careful to pepper his speech with 
assurances that the role of the police would be to “help, assist 
and guide” the people of South Africa. But the real heart of his 
message was the following threat:

But of course there will be those who want to take 
chances. There will be those who will want to cut 
corners. There will be those whose intent will be wilful, 
where they will deliberately want to challenge the state. 
And for those I have a clear message: this is not the 
time to play with fire. This is not the time to play with 
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the people of South Africa. We are deadly serious about 
saving lives. And those who want to take chances, those 
who want to do wrong things, must of course meet the 
wrath of the South African state. 

Ramaphosa is re-treading familiar ground. In 2012, when he 
was deputy president, infamous emails revealed the tone of 
his telephone discussions with the then Minister of Police. He 
characterised a mineworkers’ strike as “a criminal act” requiring 
“concomitant action”. The next day thirty-four mineworkers 
were shot dead in the Marikana Massacre. In the context of 
growing police militarisation, and encouragements by ANC 
ministers to use deadly force against criminals while signalling 
that such ‘excesses’ would be over-looked, Ramaphosa’s 
pressure easily translated into the use of deadly force. He has 
the blood of workers on his hands.
The choice of the ANC government to rely overwhelmingly on 
force and not persuasion in a militarised lockdown reflects 
the sharp class polarisation in society. Years of anti-working 
class policies and neglect by ANC politicians, who treat the 
working class and poor as voting-fodder, has produced a 
social crisis and deep alienation from governmental authority. 
The plummeting turnout in elections is one indication; the 
popularity of conspiracy theories to explain the Covid-19 crisis 
another.
The government calculated that it would be possible to 
persuade the middle class in the suburbs, and higher-paid 
workers in wealthier township extensions, to co-operate 
with the necessary measures of social distancing. But 
social distancing is virtually impossible to implement in the 
overcrowded townships and slum-conditions of the informal 
settlements. The government decided that the working class 
and the poor would need to be forced to ‘co-operate’ by the 
police and army.

Trade Unions
The speed with which the lockdown was implemented 
caught trade unions and other working class and community 
organisations by surprise. There was no time to organise an 
effective and democratic alternative to the forcible imposition 
of a lockdown. For now, the working class sees little other 
choice than to put-up with it as a lesser-evil to the unchecked 
spread of Covid-19. However, the lack of organisational 
preparation is rooted in the political and ideological outlook 
of the entire leadership of the trade union movement across 
the board – from Cosatu on the right, to Saftu on the left (see 
p. 2-3).
Trade unions and community organisations, should have, and 
still can, approach the pandemic independently. They could 
organise democratically elected Covid brigades to provide 
education, provide supplies, and train communities to take 
charge of implementing the lockdown guidelines themselves, 
with resources supplied by the state. In the absence of the 
counter-pressure of the organised working class, the state 
has been allowed unchecked to take charge of overcoming a 
problem of its own making – a massive housing backlog and 
sprawling squatter camps politely referred to as ‘informal’ 
settlements, that lack water, sanitation and basic amenities.
Even in ‘the best of times’ policing in South Africa looks 
little different to a war against the poor – with widespread 
corruption, harassment, violence, torture, rape, murder, 
extortion and bribery. The increased scope of operations and 
fresh abuses can only add to the crisis of legitimacy that the 
police already face in many communities.

The township’s new ‘occupying forces’ can act like a petrol 
hose, pumping fuel on the social explosion that is being 
prepared in South Africa by the economic consequences of 
the lockdown. These are having a devastating impact on the 
millions of people who live hand-to-mouth and day-to-day. 
This virtually guarantees widespread confrontations between 
communities that need to eat and the police officers and 
soldiers ordered to keep them at home.

Workers Movement
One of the legacies of the struggle against apartheid is that 
police officers have the right to join an independent trade 
union. Around the world, this is the exception rather than 
the norm. Soldiers do too, though with greater restrictions – 
the South African National Defence Union is prohibited from 
affiliating to a federation. 
Under capitalism, the bosses require tight-control of the 
police force to use it against workers’ struggles – especially 
strikes – that threaten their control of the workplace and their 
profits. It is very risky for the capitalist class to allow police 
officers to be a full part of the workers’ movement. It makes 
them unreliable for the defence of capitalism. But it can also 
be difficult for the bosses to resist this. The rank-and-file are 
recruited from the working class and live in working class 
communities. They face challenges over pay and working 
conditions. So at this stage, the balance the ANC government 
has struck is to allow independent police unions but it denies 
them the right to strike.
The Saftu-affiliated police officers union, Sapu, issued a 
statement condemning police brutality during the lockdown 
saying that they refuse to close ranks “with rogue elements 
like these.” Sapu went on to say that “accountability is the 
cornerstone of our existence, therefore we have to be accountable 
for every action one takes… We have to perform our duty within 
the spirit of human and democratic rights.”
Encouragingly, this pulls in the opposite direction to the 
messages given to the police by Ramaphosa and Cele, or the 
deafening silence of the leadership of the Cosatu-affiliated 
and ANC-aligned police union Popcru. Sapu’s position needs 
to be fleshed-out and entrenched in the workers movement 
through a clear programme that clarifies that it is to the 
working class majority and their communities that the police 
must be accountable – during the lockdown, but also after it.
This will not be easy to achieve because of the contradictory 
position of rank-and-file police 
officers under capitalism, and, 
as long as capitalism exists, 
it can never be fully 
accomplished. Therefore, 
alongside a strategy of 
drawing the ranks of the 
police and army towards 
the organised working class, 
working class communities 
must be organised to ensure 
compliance with social 
distancing measures 
and to defend 
communities against 
criminals, but 
also against any 
police and army 
harassment or 
violence.
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The Covid-19 pandemic has had a devastating impact on 
the world’s most powerful economies, the US, China, and 

especially Italy, Spain and France. It has also thrown the 
world economy into the biggest turmoil since the 2008 global 
financial crisis from which it never fully recovered.
The UK’s Guardian reports economist Nouriel Roubini, 
amongst the few who predicted the 2008 financial crisis, as 
saying the “Coronavirus pandemic has delivered the fastest, 
deepest economic shock in history. The financial crisis and 
Great Depression took three years to play out, this crisis has 
taken three weeks. The Greater Depression beckons.”The 
editorial headlines in the prestigious bourgeois Financial 
Times shows what lies ahead for the former colonial world 
in particular.  “Coronavirus risks calamity for the emerging 
world.” “Africa faces a catastrophe that will dwarf all others.”

ANC’s Strategy
The 26 March countrywide lockdown announced in an 
emergency attempt to contain the spread of the Covid-19, 
has been hailed as the decisive intervention the pandemic 
required. Despite its restrictions on civil liberties (see p. 6-7), 
the majority of people, horrified by the rapid increase in the 
number of deaths in the advanced capitalist countries, and 
television pictures of coffins with dead bodies parked outside 
overburdened mortuaries in Italy, have resigned themselves 
to the lockdown as an unavoidable necessity. There is hope 
that it will flatten the curve and bring forward the end of the 
pandemic. Everyone rightly wishes that, given the already 
disease-stricken, unsanitary, overcrowded conditions in 
townships and informal settlements, hundreds-of-thousands 
could be saved from illness and death.
It has been praised across the board as the actions of a 
government that has learned from the experience of other 
countries where such measures have had success in flattening 
the curve of infection and transmission, like China and South 
Korea. At the same time there is also deep skepticism. 
Governance under the ANC has become synonymous with 
corruption, incompetence, as well as indifference, even 
animosity, towards the working class and the poor.  

Will the lockdown succeed?
Whilst hoping for the best, it is necessary to prepare for the 
worst. It cannot be assumed that the ANC government’s 
measures, on their own, and in their present form, will defeat 
the pandemic. They are nowhere near adequate. On the 
contrary, the conditions for a pandemic with the potential 
to devastate the lives of working class people in particular 
– prepared over the entire twenty-six years since the ANC 
came to power – are a virtual invitation to Covid-19 to sweep 
through working class communities like a tsunami. The 
pandemic is lapping at the country’s shores to take up the 
offer of being hosted by a population whose health is already 
severely compromised by the highest HIV/Aids infection rate 
in the world, by TB and the ravages of hunger that sees fifteen 
million go to bed hungry every night.

The World Health Organisation has described SA’s actions as 
“too little, too late. These measures should have been taken 
a month ago”.  The actions of the ANC government is a study 
in total incomprehension of, and indifference towards, the 
economic social and health situation in SA and globally. 
The government’s 2020 budget was announced on the very 
day the German Health Minister declared an epidemic, and just 
fourteen days before the World Health Organisation declared 
a global pandemic. It made provision for brutal social spending 
cuts of R260 billion, including of the health budget. R160 
billion of these cuts would entail not paying this year’s public 
sector wage increase – the last of the three-year collective 
bargaining agreement signed in 2018. The government chose 
this moment to launch an attack not just on workers, but on 
the right to collective bargaining – a fundamental right won 
through struggle against the apartheid regime whose defeat 
cleared the way for the ANC to come to power.
The 2020 budget did not fall out of a clear blue sky. It is but 
the latest offensive in a war again the working class that began 
in earnest when the ANC adopted its neo-liberal Growth 
Employment and Redistribution (Gear) strategy in 1996. 
However, even without Gear, the capitalist policies the ANC 
has always stood for would have made it impossible for its 
government to meet the basic expectations of the masses. 
Gear was merely the accelerator of the capitalist vehicle the 
ANC always was.
The adoption of Gear served two purposes simultaneously: 
firstly to enable the ANC government to march in step with the 
neo-liberal ideological drumbeat of the dominant capitalist 
powers and their institutions, the World Bank, IMF and the 
rating agencies; secondly to open up state-owned enterprises, 
and social service provision to the ambitions of the aspirant 
emerging black capitalist class to enrich themselves.
If the capitalist ANC has governed as the servant of the 
wealthy for more than a quarter of a century of post-apartheid 
democracy, it should be no surprise that it is failing the masses 
now in the face of the greatest global health and economic 
crisis since World War Two.
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Covid-19 Exposes Bankruptcy 
of ANC’s Capitalist Policies
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Financial Measures

The financial measures accompanying the lockdown merely 
confirm the class character of the ANC as the quislings of big 
business. If the government’s claims that the interests of the 
working class and the poor are its primary concerns, then that 
should have been reflected in the measures they have taken 
towards the pandemic.
In particular, those imprisoned in the squalid conditions in 
informal settlements, ideal for the spread of the virus, should 
have been prioritised. Instead, the lockdown measures, 
presented as if they are directed at the poor, small businesses 
in distress and the informal sector, in fact prioritise the 
interests of the wealthy.
The fact that the key vehicle, the Unemployment Insurance 
Fund (UIF), is in surplus is itself an indictment on the 
government in a country with ten million plus unemployed. 
Even the UIF’s R60 billions of investments housed at the Public 
Investment Corporation have now declined in value following 
the fall in JSE shares. But the fact that the UIF is funded by 
both employer and worker contributions means that workers’ 
savings are to be spent to save the bosses the expense. It will 
cost the bosses nothing as they have already budgeted for this 
and have spent the money. The bosses’ profits remain intact.
Theft of workers’ contributions is widespread. Bosses deduct 
contributions from workers’ wages but don’t pay it over to 
the UIF. They will get-off completely scot-free because the 
Department of Labour, understaffed because of budget cuts, 
has done very little or nothing about this.
UIF payments are in any case for a limited duration – twelve 
months. The limit has not been lifted. So those already claiming 
will not be able to claim beyond the twelve months regardless 
of when the lockdown ends. The economic consequences of 
the pandemic are going to result in companies closing as has 
already happened with Edcon, which is closing 1,000 Edgars 
and Jet Stores, sacrificing 1,800 jobs. The UIF is already under 
pressure to pay out to the thousands of workers dismissed 
before the pandemic, in what is now commonly described as 
a jobs bloodbath.
All the workers jobless after Stuttafords’s liquidation; the 
151 Edgars stores already shut before the total closure of 
Edcon; the 263 Standard Bank branch closures; job losses at 
Massmart, which owns DionWired, Builders Warehouse and 
Game; ArcelorMittal’s Saldanha Bay closure, and; Telkom and 
the big four banks’ retrenchment plans, with Absa already 
giving thousands of employees notices, threatens the UIF with 
rapid exhaustion.
Other measures include assistance to employers and 
employees through the tax system and additional funding of 
R3 billion from the Industrial Development Corporation and 
R200 million from the small business department for small 
companies in the tourism sector.
The government also intends to establish a national disaster 
benefit for employees who were laid-off, either temporarily or 
permanently, who would be able to access support at the level 
of the R3,500 monthly minimum wage for three months. But 
Labour and Employment Minister Thulas Nxesi refused to be 
drawn on the size of the fund to avoid “raising expectations”! 
If an employee is ill, temporarily laid-off, or unemployed for 
longer than three months, the normal UIF benefits will apply. 
Those who fall ill through exposure at their workplace will be 
paid through the Compensation Fund.
For distressed companies there are the UIF reserves through 
the existing training lay-off scheme, which ordinarily removes 

workers from the payroll for six months, while they access 
funds equivalent to part of their salary. Employees of 
businesses in distress who earn below R6,500 will be assisted 
with a tax subsidy of up to R500 per month for the next four 
months, using the government’s Employment Tax Incentive — 
or wage subsidy programme. The government claims this will 
help more than four million workers.
The SA Revenue Service will work towards accelerating 
reimbursements under the Employment Tax Incentive from 
twice a year to once a month to get cash into the hands of 
compliant employers as soon as possible. Tax compliant 
businesses with a turnover of less than R50 million will be 
allowed to delay 20% of their pay-as-you-earn liabilities 
over the next four months and a portion of their provisional 
corporate income tax payments without penalties or interest 
over the next six months. The common feature is to protect 
the capitalist class whose system has caused this crisis.
Hawkers, the self-employed and those scratching a living 
together, like rubbish collectors and recyclers, remain out of 
the loop of the economic support measures, from debt relief 
and resilience funds for small businesses to the R500 tax 
break for those earning less than R6,500 a month.
Many of these measures have no detail yet. The government 
had time to prepare for this calamity. But it spent all its 
time devising an austerity budget to cut social spending and 
wages. What is worse is that the government is completely 
unprepared for the economic fall-out from the pandemic. The 
economy could contract by as much as 7%, prolonging the 
recession that started in the last quarter of 2019 throughout 
2020. Capitalist experts are telling them that the February 
budget is as dead as a dodo and even the Moody’s downgrade 
would be a sideshow compared to what is lying ahead. 
Everything has to be recalculated. More savage spending cuts 
will be demanded.
The government has gone on its knees in gratitude to 
the Oppenheimer and Rupert tycoons, whose wealth was 
accumulated through the exploitation of the labour of the 
working class. Their donation of R1 billion each to a proposed 
Solidarity Fund is an insult. It confirms the grovelling master-
servant relationship the ANC elite has with the capitalist class.

Health Measures
There is no question that social distancing and the washing 
of hands, for example, are absolutely necessary measures to 
combat the virus. But how can the estimated 1.4 to 1.7 million 
resident in SA’s 2,700 informal settlement practice this? They 
live in shacks accommodating families of at least five, and 
often many more, which are separated from each other by 
less than the required two metres.
As Community leader Sibongile Nyalela told GroundUp: “It’s 
hard to wash your hands when 380 families share three taps 
as is the case in Madiba Square, Khayelitsha, Cape Town. If 
I use the one bucket of water to do laundry then I remain 
without water to cook and wash hands.”
Astonishingly, the government is determined to carry through 
its attack on public sector workers’ wages and has rejected 
the unions’ demands to abide by the three-year agreement. 
It is deaf not just to the needs of the workers themselves 
but the working class public they serve in highly pressurised 
conditions in a dysfunctional health service.

...continued...
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Lockdown Enforcement
The main instrument of enforcement of the lockdown 
regulations is supposed to be police. The army is supposed 
to provide only support. But is clear that the deployment of 
the army is calculated to send a message particularly to the 
working class masses that force will be used, as Defence 
Minister Nosiviwe Mapisa-Nqakula made clear. The army she 
say, “… will only ‘skop, skiet en donder’ when circumstances 
determine that. For now, we’re a constitutional democracy.”
But the Police and Transport Ministers appear to relish this 
as an opportunity to display apartheid-style kragdadigheid in 
the tone in which they explained the do’s and don’ts of the 
regulations without the necessary preparations. There is little 
policed visibility in the informal settlements and no education 
on the coronavirus at all.
The army is being deployed against the background of a 
disastrous failure to root out gangsterism in the Cape Flats, 
where 3,000 murders took place right under its noses. This 
deployment is of an entirely different order of magnitude. 
The army’s deployment is intended to restore the ANC’s and 
Ramaphosa’s standing in the eyes of the public as capable 
of taking measures in the interests of the people. The army 
is normally for defending the country in times of war and 
insurrection, Commander-in-Chief Ramaphosa told the 
soldiers on the evening before the lockdown was to begin.   
But the problem of enforcement is already evident on Day 1. 
It is impossible to enforce social distancing and hand washing 
in the informal settlements. There was no co-ordination of pay 
day so many have been forced to go and do shopping during 
hours they are supposed to be off the streets to ensure they 
have enough for the 21 days.
As the regulations decree that taxi ranks and bus depots are 
closed to the public, it is unclear where commuters would be 
allowed to catch the taxis and the buses. As many shops only 
open at 8am or later, and close at 5pm or 6pm, it is not going 
to be easy for people depending on public transport to do 
essential shopping.
Housing Minister Lindiwe Sisulu drew gasps at her press 
conference when she explained how overcrowding and lack 
of basic amenities would be addressed:

We will need to urgently move some of our people 
for the de-densification to be realised. Land parcels 
to relocate and decant dense communities have been 
secured. This will not be far from the current place 
of residence. We appeal to our people to recognise 
that the threat posed by coronavirus in our informal 
settlements is real. It is, therefore, in their best interest 
to avoid this risk by co-operating with government as 
we relocate them to healthier and safer homes.

These measures are the equivalent of apartheid-style forced 
removals and are likely to be met with resistance.
For years demands for decent housing and sanitation on land 
close to workplaces have fallen on deaf ears and claims that 
there is no land. Land occupations have been met with assault, 
kidnapping and murder orchestrated by corrupt councillors 
in collusion with the police. Community organization Abahlali 
baseMjondolo has been a regular victim of these, receiving no 
police assistance.
Residents in informal settlement have for been left with no 
alternative but to make the settlements at least semi-tolerable 
to eke out an existence in. The proposals announced, for 
which there is no budget, no identified land, and therefore no 

prior site preparation, no guaranteed food and water supplies, 
amounts to dumping people.
In these circumstances, the army may well resort to force. The 
declaration of a State of Disaster is only one step away from 
that of a State of Emergency. Is this Ramaphosa’s fall-back 
plan if protests spread throughout informal settlements and 
spill over into townships as people forced to look for a source 
of income feel they have no alternative but go out onto the 
streets?
The handling of the pandemic by capitalist government 
worldwide have demonstrated like no other crisis before the 
irreconcilable conflict between the private interests of the 
capitalist class and those of the working class, the obsolescence 
of capitalism, and the necessity to overthrow it and replace it 
with a democratic socialist order under workers democracy.
This understanding should underpin the approach of 
the working class towards this crisis. Tragically, in SA and 
internationally, this understanding and the strategies and 
tactics that flow from them, are completely absent from the 
position taken by the leadership of the trade unions and 
political organisations that have their origins in the working 
class.
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WHAT SHOULD THE 
GOVERNMENT HAVE DONE?

The government should have immediately 
established a relief fund to:

• Deploy thousands of water tankers to all informal 
settlements and drought stricken areas like the 
Northern Cape, Western Cape, Free State

• Requisitioned personal protective equipment, 
masks, sanitisers, soap and testing kits

• Requisitioned food supplies to continue the feeding 
schemes during the compulsory closure of schools, 
for the unemployed, the poor and the elderly  

• Initiated a mass recruitment campaign of adequately 
equipped volunteers, on at least the minimum wage, 
for training in the provision of mass education, the 
administration of basic health care in the diagnosis, 
testing and  at least the initial treatment of Covid 
infection in communities

• Engaged in mass testing and tracing of potential 
Covid infected patients

• Conducted a rapid needs audit of all hospitals and 
clinics and requisitioned the necessary supplies  and 
equipment

• Issued an  order for all big companies to continue 
to pay workers during the lockdown, whatever its 
duration

• Requisitioned the R1.5 trillion in corporate bank 
accounts to finance a relief fund

• Introduced a basic income grant immediately for all 
the unemployed

• Lift the twelve-month limit for UIF claims



DO NOT SOFTEN THE CLASS LINES! SHARPEN THEM!

On 5 March, SA’s first case of 
coronavirus was confirmed. On 11 

March the World Health Organisation 
declared a global pandemic. On 15 
March, President Cyril Ramaphosa 
declared a State of Disaster in a 
televised address. On 27 March the 
country was placed under lockdown. 
At the time of writing the number of 
Covid-19 cases in SA stands at nearly 
5,000 and 90 have died; worldwide over 
3 million are infected and 200,000 dead.
Such an unprecedented situation can be 
disorienting for the working class as the 
‘normal’ rhythm of the class struggle is 
disrupted. Different moods can affect 
the class. The fear and uncertainty of the 
new situation can cause some workers 
to step-back from the struggle. They may 
even look for protection from the same 
bosses and politicians that yesterday 
they were fighting.
This can in turn present difficulties for 
class conscious and organised workers, 
especially activists and shop stewards. 
But such moods can pass quickly. The 
class struggle will rise to the surface 
again. In both Hong Kong and Italy, 
strikes have taken place as workers 
become frustrated with the response of 
their governments. Struggle is starting 
to break out in SA too (see p. 2-4).

A United Nation?
The capitalist class will consciously 
exploit the working class’s natural 
tendency towards human solidarity. 
Ramaphosa wasted no time on this 
score. He ended his first address to the 
nation with the following siren-call:

We are responding as a united 
nation to a common threat. This 
national emergency demands 
cooperation, collaboration and 
common action. More than that, it 
requires solidarity, understanding 
and compassion. Those who have 
resources, those who are healthy, 
need to assist those who are in 
need and who are vulnerable.

But the idea of a “united nation” is 
a complete fiction. In its February 
budget the ANC-government declared 
war against the working class. They 
announced their intention to tear-up the 
collective agreement with trade unions 
in the public sector and cut wages by 
R161 billion. They announced cuts of 
another R100 billion to the departments 
providing health and social services now 
essential to managing the pandemic. 
Where was Ramaphosa’s “solidarity, 
understanding and compassion” then? 
Where was it when the contracts of 
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WE SAY:
• Make ALL health resources available to fight the 
coronavirus crisis. Nationalise the private hospitals and 
clinics, private laboratories, pharmaceutical companies, 
including big retailers such as Clicks and Dis-Chem, and the 
health insurance companies, under democratic control of 
health workers, patients and communities.

• No job losses, pay cuts, or any other loss of income 
using coronavirus as an excuse! A moratorium on any 
and all job losses. Extend paid sick leave to all workers. 
Nationalise non-complying big business. Subsidies and tax 
relief for small and family businesses where ‘unaffordability’ 
can be proved.

• Nothing for workers, without workers! Democratic 
workers-control over workplace organisation to prioritise 
public health over profit, allowing measures for the de-
densification of workplaces where more than 100 workers 
work in close proximity, e.g. mining; the demand for 
emergency safety equipment including gloves, masks and 
hand sanitiser; the re-design of shift patterns by workers’ 

representatives to allow more vulnerable workers to self-
quarantine at home without loss of pay; and, ultimately 
the power to decide when the time has come to close the 
workplace.

• No profiteering from the crisis! Nationalise the big 
food manufacturers and retailers. For price controls and 
limits on bulk purchases under the democratic controlof 
workers and communities. In co-operation with health 
workers, observing social distancing and other public 
health measures, institute a public-food programme. Well-
fed communities are healthier communities. Free data for 
workers and students to access institutions of education 
and health for online-learning and information

• No trust in the capitalist politicians! We could not trust 
them before the crisis and we cannot trust them now.For 
an independent working class programme. Implement the 
Saftu and Working Class Summit resolutions on the workers 
party. Build a unifying, democratic and open socialist 
mass workers party on a federal basis, allowing unions, 
community structures, youth campaigns and the existing 
working class political groups and parties to affiliate.

CORONAVIRUS CRISIS: 
THE CLASS STRUGGLE CONTINUES

Gauteng’s EPWP workers were cancelled 
during the lockdown? Or at SAA?
In truth, the capitalists are incapable as 
a class of behaving towards the working 
class with “solidarity, understanding or 
compassion”. The coronavirus will be 
used by the bosses to excuse a thousand 
sins against workers in the coming 
weeks and months. This is the real class 
content of “a united nation”. It is an 
appeal to unite behind the capitalist class 
and accept their leadership in the crisis. 
It is an appeal for class collaboration to 
defend and preserve capitalism as long 
as the crisis continues.
Class conscious workers and working 
class activists must reject this trap. The 
class struggle has not been suspended. 
It continues. The coronavirus crisis has 
simply changed the landscape upon 
which the class struggle unfolds. Yes, 
it poses serious tactical issues for the 
workers movement. But none that 
cannot be overcome. Worker-activists 
must help the mass of the working 
class to channel the instinct for human 
solidarity away from the rocks of class 
collaboration and into support for an 
independent working class programme 
of action. 
This does not mean ignoring reasonable 
measures to protect public health. 
Rather, it is a demand that the working 
class takes control of them. The crisis 
must be used to ruthlessly expose the 
failures of the capitalist system and 
show that the system, itself has created 
the conditions for a crisis of this nature.



T he devastating consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic 
and the unprecedented economic global capitalist crisis 

which it triggered, has continued to ravage all continents. 
It could cause the onset of one of the deepest recessions, 
with elements of depression, in the history of capitalism. 
The unprecedented collapse of oil prices, which in the US 
turned negative for the first time, is a measure of the fall in 
production that has taken place. There is no market for oil and 
producers were driven to pay companies to take oil due to the 
lack of storage. It is an extreme case of over-production when 
there was no or little demand. This will have catastrophic 
consequences for oil-producing countries in the Middle East, 
Venezuela and others. Capitalism was facing the threat of a 
recession/slump before the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
as the “recovery” following the 2007-08 crash was ending.
The consequences of the current crisis in the neo-colonial 
world of Asia, Africa and Latin America are provoking massive 
political and social upheavals and, in some countries and 
regions, a collapse into barbarism. This crisis has also struck 
at the heart of the major imperialist countries of the US, 
Europe, Japan and also China. As we have explained in our 
previous statements, the crisis has exposed the deep and 
bitter class divisions present in capitalist society. These are 
set to intensify in the coming weeks and months, provoking 
bitter class battles. Revolutions and counter-revolutions will 
also emerge in the period ahead. On the other side of the 
pandemic, a new era of geopolitical relations and balance of 
power is emerging.
A historic weakening of US imperialism following recent 
decline, and a strengthening of China, are set to shape a 
new balance in world relations. US imperialism emerged 
from the 1930s depression in a far-strengthened position. 
It will emerge from this crisis weakened and increasingly 
challenged by China. A new period of international relations 
is posed. This will not only be between the US and China 
but the EU and also regional powers in Asia, Africa and Latin 
America.
The pandemic has seen US imperialism continue its embargo 
against Iran, with devastating consequences, and also 
against Cuba. The US administration has even threatened 
sanctions against any country that accepts medical aid from 
Cuba such is the viciousness of the Trump dynasty! Under 
the guise of fighting drug traffickers, the US also dispatched 
a large naval fleet to the coast of Venezuela to support those 
attempting the overthrow of the Maduro regime.
The depth of the crisis has now been starkly revealed 
in recent economic forecasts. Even the IMF has slashed 
its growth forecasts. It predicts contractions in the main 
capitalist economies not seen since the great depression of 
the 1930s. A former global expansion of 3% has now been 
replaced with an expected shrinkage of the global economy 
by 3%. On average the main capitalist economies are now 
expected to decrease by 6.1%.
The revised figures from China paint a disastrous picture, 
where the economy has shrunk by 6.8% in the first quarter 

of this year. This follows a serious decline in growth in 2019, 
which saw the economy expand at its lowest rate for thirty 
years. Even with a limited recovery by the end of 2020, China 
is poised for possibly the slowest rate of expansion since the 
Cultural Revolution in the 1960s. The prospects of such a 
collapse in the world economy have already had devastating 
consequences. The CWI explained that prior to this crisis 
a new economic storm was brewing. The IMF and other 
capitalist institutions also recognised there was “trouble 
ahead”. Yet, as the British economist, Larry Elliot, pointed 
out, it did not come from where they expected. He drew 
the analogy with British imperialism defending its colony in 
Singapore in 1941. Expecting an attack from the sea, all of 
its defences were concentrated on the big guns at its naval 
base. In fact, the attack came from behind, with a land attack 
down the Malay Peninsula.

Crisis in the Heart of US Imperialism
One of the most critical effects of the crisis is in the heart 
of US imperialism. The economic, social and political crises 
unfolding there are a historic turning point for the most 
powerful of the imperialist nations. There is a certain historic 
parallel with the demise of British imperialism following the 
First World War. Britain imperialism emerged decisively 
weakened from the 1914-18 conflict, confronting massive 
class battles and the threat of revolution, at home and 
abroad.
US society is entering a new era of class polarisation and 
battles which will see the emergence of the powerful working 
class acting as a class for itself. This will have a decisive impact 
on the world situation. As has already been seen under the 
Trump presidency, massive political polarisation will be 
a part of this process and include elements of a civil war, 
which is a feature of US history, in which the class struggle is 
fought out in the sharpest manner.
This crisis has been compounded by the ravings and 
unstable reaction of Tump and his administration to the 
pandemic. Trump’s criminal actions, driven by his thirst to 
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win re-election and keep business going, are responsible 
for the mass deaths that are taking place there. Trump is 
the first US President to preside over such a slaughter of US 
citizens on US soil since the 1918 flu pandemic. At the time 
of writing, there are “officially” over 670,000 confirmed cases 
of Covid-19 infection in the USA, and the horrific deaths of 
over 39,000 people (15,000 of them in New York, where four 
workers on the subway die every day from the virus). The 
black and Latino communities are particularly badly hit by the 
virus. The US is now suffering the greatest number of victims 
of the pandemic. These death rates are driven-up in the US 
by the privatised health, and the lack of an overall decent 
public health system. The demand for the nationalisation of 
the private health care and the introduction of a federally-
planned, tax-funded health care system, free at the point 
of use, is a crucial part of a programme of struggle for US 
workers and socialists.
The ruling class globally needs to be indicted for their criminal 
lack of action in preparing for this pandemic. They have 
been repeatedly warned by scientists and others that such a 
development will, at some point, take place, especially after 
the SARS virus outbreak in 2002-03, Avian Flu from 2003-07, 
Swine Flu in 2009, Mers virus in 2012, and the Ebola 2013-16 
outbreaks. In the US, alone, more than a dozen reports since 
the 1990s have warned of the medical supply shortages that 
would exist in the event of a pandemic, which was inevitable, 
at some point. As early as 1993, the Clinton administration 
asked for a review of the public and private sectors regarding 
dealing with a pandemic. Nothing was put in place.
In this crisis, Trump was compelled to introduce a stimulus 
package of an unprecedented $2.3 trillion to stave off 
an economic collapse. Over 43,000 millionaires will get a 
“stimulus” averaging $1.6 million each!  Yet even this has not 
averted a deep recession or depression from setting in. Trump 
and sections of the capitalist class are now driving to lift the 
lockdown within a few weeks, at the beginning of May. The 
callous, cold calculating nature of capitalism was reflected 
in Trump declaring, “America will be open for business” 
and with his comment, “The cure can’t be worse than the 
disease”. Other Republican leaders, like the Lt. Governor 
of Texas Dick Patrick, have been even blunter, declaring: 
“We cannot sacrifice the country and the economy” in a 
lockdown, and accepting those most vulnerable, like the old, 
may perish. Sweden is now paying the price for “remaining 
open for business”, with a rocketing in the number of deaths 
of older people.
In Michigan, and elsewhere in the USA, small but significant 
armed protests by Trump supporters have been demanding 
the lifting of the lockdown. This is an illustration that the 
polarised situation in the US can involve elements of a civil 
war. This and other protests were initiated by right-wing 
groups under the banner of “Operation Gridlock”, and 
directed against the Democratic governor. The protest was 
facilitated by the Michigan Conservative Coalition, which 
co-ordinates pro-Trump activities and is linked to the US 
Education Secretary and Cabinet member, Betsy Devos. The 
protests were then followed by Trump tweeting, “Liberty for 
Michigan” and Virginia and other US states.
These protests appealed to a layer of people who demanded 
a return to work to get wages to live. Socialists and the 
workers’ movement need to raise demands for wages to be 
paid to all workers or an equivalent in a state payment and 
other measures to protect workers during the lockdown. The 

protest by medical workers in Colorado against such right-
wing mobilisations illustrates how polarised the situation 
is and how it can escalate. Like the ruling class in other 
countries, the US ruling class wants the working class back 
at work and the economy to open up, to try and restore their 
lost profits.
Capitalism as a system cannot function without this. It is one 
of the reasons that steps are being taken to ease the lockdown 
in Austria, Italy, Spain and other European countries, partly 
in a co-ordinated response by the EU. Hypocritically, the 
EU has now apologised to Italy for its lack of assistance at 
the outbreak of the crisis. The anti-EU sentiment, which has 
grown enormously in Italy, threatens the continuation of the 
Eurozone, and even the EU, as the Spanish Prime, Minister 
Pedro Sanchez, warned.

Human Misery Not Seen Since the 1930s
As in other countries, the consequences of the economic 
recession in the US are having catastrophic consequences. 
Human misery and suffering are blighting the lives of 
millions. Scenes worthy of John Steinbeck’s novel, The Grapes 
of Wrath, depicting the depression in the 1930s, are being 
witnessed in 2020. Unemployment has rocketed upwards 
within a few weeks. In the week up to 16 April, the number 
of workers filing for unemployment benefits rose by 5.2 
million! In the last month, 22 million people have applied 
for unemployment claims. Millions more jobless have not 
been able to register and are excluded from government 
statistics. This tsunami of unemployment has wiped out the 
jobs gained – albeit on low wages and precarious contracts 
– following the 2007-08 recession! Many commentators now 
estimate unemployment in the US will peak at around 30% – 
nearly 49 million. This is higher than the percentage reached 
at any point in the 1930s depression (In 1934, the official 
count reached 24.9%).
Added to this, is the tragedy of homelessness, which now 
officially engulfs over 500,000 Americans and a staggering 
98% increase in those using food banks. Organisers estimate 
a further 17.1 million will need free food in the coming 
months. In San Antonio, 10,000 people lined up for free 
food. This foodbank normally distributed 60,000 free meals 
a week. This has now rocketed to 120,000.
All of this comes on the back of the enormous growth of 
inequality and rise in poverty which has ripped through US 
society in recent decades. The New York Times warned of 
the consequences of this, in an article published on 10 April. 
The article points out that US GDP has risen by 79% since 
1980. Yet the bottom 20% has only seen their income rise 
by 20%. The top 1%, the ruthless oligarchs, like Jeff Bezos of 
Amazon, have seen their incomes explode by 420%. Since 
January 2011, a family in the bottom 90% has effectively 
given each member of the top 1% $110,367!
These are the social and economic conditions to provoke 
uprisings and revolutionary movements. It is no wonder 
that workers at Amazon speak of the need for “revolution”. 
Other workers, in the course of this crisis, have also taken 
strike action and other protests to demand steps to protect 
themselves from the Covid-19 virus. Workers at the General 
Electric company organised protest action, demanding 
that production is switched to making desperately-needed 
ventilators. The production of ventilators using alternative 
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techniques, like the 3D-printed ‘Venturi valve’ or those 
designed by the Mercedes F1 team, could help resolve 
the shortages that exist in many countries. An emergency 
plan of production, with requisitioning of factories under 
the democratic control of working people, utilising the 
inventive skills and talents revealed during this crisis, could 
be organised to resolve such problems. Trump and the 
other capitalist governments, however, are not capable of, 
or willing, to do this.

Trump, Louis XVI and the Czar
The crisis has also intensified the conflicts between different 
sections of the ruling class and its political apparatus and 
representatives. The increasingly erratic and unstable Trump 
is behaving more and more like the royal court of Louis XVI 
in France, prior to the French Revolution in 1789, or like the 
Tsar in Russia prior to the 1917 revolution. The capitalist 
class, internationally, is facing this crisis with some of its most 
dangerous and unreliable politicians at the helm – Trump in 
the US, Bolsonaro in Brazil, Modi in India, Johnson in Britain 
and others elsewhere. It reflects that the ruling classes have 
partially lost control of the political superstructure in some 
countries which is extremely dangerous for them, especially 
in a crisis of this magnitude.
Trump has threatened to overrule the states in the USA and 
decide when the lockdown should be ended. The names of a 
“Council to re-open America” appeared on Monday 13 April – 
all were Trump officials, including Trump’s daughter, Ivanka, 
and her husband, Jared Kushner. None were health officials! 
At the same time, Andrew Cuomo, the governor of New 
York State, together with six other northern state governors, 
agreed to co-ordinate how and when to ease the lockdowns. 
California declared it would act as a “nation-state”. Then in 
a further remarkable twist, Trump threatened to suspend 
Congress from sitting, so that he could push through some 
of his appointments. Trump’s ravings prompted Cuomo to 
react with the comment: “We have a constitution – we don’t 
have a King!”
The lightning speed, with which events are unfolding, means 
that deep and rapid changes in the situation will take place. 
What seemed fanciful yesterday, today seems plausible, 
only to be forgotten tomorrow. The dramatic paralysis of the 
US economy, combined with the morbid effects of the virus, 
and the ineptness of Trump’s handling of matters, now puts 
a very big question mark over the prospect of him winning 
a second term in November. It is not excluded that Trump 
could secure another time at the White House despite losing 
the popular vote. A combination of “voter suppression” 
– which is taking thousands off the electoral roll to the 
benefit of the Republicans – and the undemocratic Electoral 
College that is weighed against the larger, more populated 
states and cities – could yet allow Trump to steal a “victory”. 
Socialists need to oppose voter suppression where it takes 
place and to demand the abolition of the undemocratic 
Electoral College.

Biden for the Corporate Democrats
At the same time, the most likely Democratic candidate, Joe 
Biden, has risen in the polls. Biden is the candidate of the 
corporate Democrats and an open representative of the 
capitalist class. At this stage, he has won the endorsement 
of Barack Obama, Elizabeth Warren and now Bernie

Sanders, 
in what they 
all argue is an 
attempt to unify all wings 
of the capitalist  Democratic Party against Trump. The 2020 
election campaign will be one of the most polarised election 
campaigns that have taken place in the US, reflecting the 
massive social and class divisions which have opened up.
A powerful mood of “lesser-evilism” is certain to develop 
during the campaign. The understandable desire to defeat 
Trump will undoubtedly be a powerful mood amongst 
many workers and young people. Socialists understand this 
sentiment and support a struggle to defeat Trump. Yet, at 
the same time, it is necessary to warn that Biden and the 
capitalist Democrats will not offer a way forward for the 
US working class. Biden in power will not take measures 
to end the rule of the oligarch capitalist class nor defend 
the interests of workers and their families. Following the 
election, major upheavals and crisis will emerge whoever is 
the victor.
Biden’s lacklustre campaign in the primaries and failure 
to respond in a combative way to Trump’s handling of the 
Covid-19 virus left doubts and hesitations in the minds of 
many. He is an extremely weak and unreliable candidate. 
For this reason, the Democratic leadership are enlisting the 
support of Obama, Warren, and, in particular, Sanders, in an 
effort to boost Biden’s campaign. They hope that Sanders 
can deliver the youth vote he was able to mobilise. It was 
not an accident that former Democrat President, Obama, 
when endorsing Biden, praised Biden’s opponents in the 
primaries as, “One of the most impressive Democratic fields 
ever.” He declared Sanders was “an American original” who 
would be critical to defeating Trump in November. Yet, if this 
is not sufficient and Biden fails to gain momentum, it is not 
excluded that another candidate, such as Andrew Cuomo, 
from New York State, could be drafted in at the Democrat 
Party convention.

Sander’s Squanders Another Opportunity
Sanders, for the second time, squandered an opportunity to 
end his collaboration with the Democratic Party and break 
with it, by taking the necessary steps to form a new party 
of working people. In 2016, he channelled his supporters to 
the Democrats and ended up backing Hilary Clinton. In 2020, 
Sanders repeated the same capitulation. Had he broken 
from the Democrats, in 2016, and taken the steps necessary 
to build a new party, it is likely Trump could have been 
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defeated. Even if Sanders had not won the 2016 election, he 
could have built a powerful new workers’ party that would be 
in a very strong position today to win mass support during 
this crisis and defeat Trump.
The CWI consistently argued the need for a new workers’ 
party in the US. Sanders had the opportunity to help build 
one but failed to do so. We warned of this danger from 
the beginning of his campaign. Unlike some on the left, 
like Socialist Alternative (SA) and Kshama Sawant (a former 
CWI member, and a sitting councillor in Seattle – see MWP 
website) and the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA), the 
CWI did not act simply as cheer-leaders for Sanders. We did 
not, as SA wrongly did, urge Sanders to continue his primary 
campaign right through to the Democratic convention and 
fight for the nomination. The SA dropped their previous 
criticism that Sanders should, from the outset, run as an 
independent, and take necessary steps to build a new party 
and break from the Democrats. 
Opportunistically, SA continues to uncritically endorse other 
candidates from the Democratic Party. They are echoing the 
DSA position of ‘part in, part out’ of the Democrats. Inevitably, 
this opportunist adaptation of the SA towards Sanders, and 
SA’s day-to-day approach of simply uncritically describing 
DSA members elected to positions as “socialists”, has now 
resulted in a split in the SA organisation. A layer of former 
members of SA have collapsed into the DSA. The SA’s failure 
to consistently argue for an independent workers’ party is 
not the road which will lead to the building of such a party 
in the USA, which is so urgently needed, as the current crisis 
reveals.
Sanders is clearly going to be used by the Biden campaign to 
try and channel his supporters into backing the Democrats 
and Biden. This he openly states now.  Sanders has even 
gone so far as to attack as “irresponsible” some of his 
supporters who declared they will not back Biden, thereby 
doing the bidding of the Democratic leadership.
A new party of the American working class and youth can 
only be built on the basis of a struggle, including an electoral 
challenge to both the existing capitalist parties. Now is 
the time to strike! Unfortunately, Sanders has lost the 
opportunity.
Some on the left in the US urge that Sanders supporters 
should still vote for him in the upcoming primary ballots, 
to maximise the number of his supporters as delegates to 
the Democratic convention. Daniel Denvir carried an article 
on the Jacobin website, “Bernie must retool his campaign 
organisation, not dismantle it”. In this piece, Denvir makes 
the case that the Sanders’ campaign, in essence, should 
be maintained with a view to pushing the Democratic 
Party programme to the left, and maintaining some of 
the procedural changes which were made to marginally 
reduce the role of the “super delegates” at Democrat Party 
conventions. In other words, the idea of a struggle to do the 

impossible – transform the Democratic Party. If Sanders’ 
two failed attempts to secure the party nomination illustrate 
anything, it is the impossibility of transforming a capitalist 
party, like the Democrats, into one which will genuinely 
represent workers and their families.
According to reports by CNN on 8 April 2020, and other news 
outlets, Obama was in regular contact with Sanders before 
his withdrawal from the race. The Sanders campaign team 
has also had meetings with Biden’s teams.
Sanders supporters have started to criticise how the 2020 
campaign was run. The national campaign, they argue, was 
directed by “highly paid mercenary establishment political 
consultants” some of whom have now gone over to the 
Biden campaign or are looking for other posts with the 
Democratic Party establishment, which illustrates Sanders’ 
political approach during the 2020 campaign.
Given the critical situation unfolding in the US, it is not 
excluded that the Biden campaign will verbally put forward 
some more radical phraseology. However, if elected, 
Biden’s administration is certain to take measures to attack 
the working class and to try to make workers pay for the 
coronavirus crisis.

New Workers’ Party and Socialist Programme Needed
These shocks and upheavals place the question of a new 
party being established by the US working class. Under 
these conditions, and taking into account the character of 
US society once such a process begins, it could develop at 
lightning speed. The trade unions and supporters of the 
Sanders campaign can play a decisive role in taking the 
steps to form such a party. This process may not begin 
at the federal (national) level, especially given the highly 
bureaucratic and corrupt nature of the majority of the trade 
union leadership. At state and citywide level, local initiatives 
can develop involving the trade unions, rank-and-file 
workers, and others. If this takes place, it could then develop 
onto a federal level.
Already the general idea of socialism is present in the US, 
as an alternative to capitalism. It is necessary to fill out this 
general sentiment with concrete demands and a programme 
to defeat capitalism and explain what a democratic socialist 
alternative is.  The emergence of the working class, as a class 
to change society, is already beginning to emerge. This can 
develop at high speed as this crisis unfolds. The CWI’s co-
thinkers in the USA, the Independent Socialist Group, will 
intervene in these historical developments to assist workers 
to draw the conclusions about the need for a party of their 
own, and the need for a socialist programme to defeat 
capitalism in the USA, its strongest base.
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Lenin once said that with the 1917 Russian revolution, 
“Imperialism broke at its weakest link”. Today, the 

deadly combination of the Covid-19 pandemic and the 
rapid development of an almost unprecedented worldwide 
economic catastrophe is producing potentially explosive 
social, economic and political situations around the world.
By any standard, sub-Saharan Africa, as a whole, is a massive 
weak link for imperialism and the local capitalist classes. The 
over one billion population are at a turning point, facing old 
and new threats to health and life.
Economically, it is being hit by the fact that the world economy 
in many senses is falling off a cliff, creating in many countries 
what the UN has called a ‘hunger pandemic’. The majority of 
sub-Saharan African workers are casual workers, individual 
artisans or traders – the so-called “informal” sector. The 
International Labour Organisation (ILO) estimates that their 
median income will fall by 81% to $96 a month (at ‘purchasing 
power parity’). And as a result, the ILO forecasts that the 
poverty rate amongst African casual workers will rocket from 
21% to 83%: obviously a major disaster. Globally, the UN’s 
World Food Program (WFP) forecast in mid-April that crises 
trigged by Covid-19 could mean that “the lives and livelihoods 
of 265 million people in low and middle-income countries will 
be under severe threat … up from a current 135 million.” The 
areas where the WFP’s “concern is highest (is) for those in 
countries across Africa as well as the Middle East”.
The spread of Covid-19 was relatively late in sub-Saharan 
Africa and the extent to which it will develop is being debated 
amongst scientists and doctors. There are those who say 
that Africa’s youthful population and climate will help limit 
the pandemic’s spread, while others point to the widespread 
impossibility of maintaining “social distancing” in most African 
cities and the lack of safe water as conditions for it spreading 
rapidly. But it is still possible that large numbers will be hit by 
the pandemic especially in the densely packed urban areas 
and amongst the over 19 million people currently internally 
displaced in Africa. Covid-19 is still spreading and the state of 
the continent’s health care systems means that many will die 
unnecessarily and also unrecorded as Covid-19 victims.
However, even if Covid-19 does not become endemic in sub-
Saharan Africa, the population will continue to face sickness 
and death from preventable or treatable diseases, including 
pneumonia, malaria, diarrhoeal diseases and TB. On top 
of these continental-wide ailments, and the new threat of 
Covid-19, there are currently regional outbreaks of diseases 
like Ebola, measles and cholera in the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo (DRC), measles in the Central African Republic 
(CAR), and Lassa fever in Nigeria.

Huge Death Toll
The death toll from these “old” diseases is huge. More than 
400,000 African children die each year from pneumonia. In 
Nigeria, the lack of medical oxygen is a key factor in it being 
the biggest killer of that country’s children. The World Health 

Organisation’s (WHO) 2019 World Malaria Report said that 
Nigeria accounted for 25% of the 228 million global malaria 
infections in 2018. Over 185 people died from Lassa fever in 
Nigeria in the first four months of 2020. While not yet fully 
preventable, HIV/AIDS is now a manageable disease, but, in 
South Africa, out of a 20%+ infection rate, it is estimated that 
two million people are not on anti-retroviral treatments.
On top of this, East Africa is facing, in June, the second wave of 
huge locust swarms, partly the result of climate change, which 
is expected to descend on Kenya, Ethiopia and Somalia and will 
destroy crops. Recently the Save the Children charity warned 
that with already five million children under the age of five 
acutely malnourished, this region faces an “unprecedented” 
triple threat as, in addition to locust swarms, it is hit by 
Covid-19 and flooding.
Health care systems in Africa, while differing between each 
country, are incapable of treating significant parts of the 
population. This is a reason why the African elite travel to 
Europe, the Gulf or India for treatment, routes which the 
Covid-19 travel lockdown has blocked. Sub-Saharan Africa has 
about one doctor for every 5,000 people, compared with one 
per 300 in Europe. There is a similar gap in the numbers of 
healthcare workers. In 2013, there were only 2.2 workers per 
1,000 people compared with 14 per 1,000 in Europe. Many 
hospitals in the USA and Europe have more intensive-care 
beds than some African countries. Kenya has 130; Uganda 55; 
and Malawi about 25.
Across the continent, insurgencies and wars in West, Central 
and East Africa, only add to the total of people needing medical 
assistance and create yet more refugees. These battles are 
often over resources – food, water, land, jobs – which are 
in short supply due to underdevelopment, climate change 
and economic crisis. Currently, these conflicts are especially 
acute in the Sahel, Somalia and South Sudan, while in central 
Africa and Mozambique armed clashes are developing. The 
Boko Haram insurgency around the borders of Nigeria with 
Chad and Niger, as well as armed clashes between farmers 
and herdsmen in the north of Nigeria, have led to widespread 
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displacement of people and threats to food security. The 
UNHCR, the UN agency for refugees, says one result is that 
“Sub-Saharan Africa hosts more than 26% of the world’s 
refugee population. Over 18 million people in this region 
are of concern to UNHCR. That number has soared in recent 
years.”
Against this background there is now the spectre of the 
Covid-19 pandemic and an extremely deep world economic 
crisis.

Character of the Economic Crisis
However, Covid-19, while being the trigger for the economic 
crisis and giving it a particular character, is not the underlying 
cause. There were signs of a crisis brewing towards the end of 
2019 with, for example, falling world trade. Sub-Saharan Africa 
was, before the pandemic erupted, showing symptoms of the 
crisis starting to develop in the world economy, especially the 
fall in raw material prices. Just months before the Covid-19 
outbreak South Africa, the second-largest economy on the 
continent, fell into its second recession in five years.
Last October, the IMF reported that the world’s five fastest-
growing economies were in sub-Saharan Africa. However 
much of this was not on a stable basis. Already before the 
latest crisis began to erupt, Africa’s debt was rising again. 
“Between 2010 and 2018, average public debt in sub-Saharan 
Africa rose from 40% to 59% of GDP, the fastest increase of 
any developing region. More than half of African countries are 
above the IMF’s recommended limit for public debt. The World 
Bank says that 29 out of 47 African countries need to tax more 
than they spend just to keep their debt constant as a share of 
the economy.”
But the benefits of the recent period of growth hardly “trickled 
down”. An Afrobarometer study found that between 2014 and 
2018, what it called ‘lived poverty’ (an index taking account 
of how often people did not have food or clean water) rose 
slightly for the first time in more than a decade. In some 
countries – including South Africa, Niger and Uganda – it rose 
considerably. The idea that general progress, “Africa Rising”, 
was taking place was one-sided. Yes, these were years when 
African economies generally grew, but poverty grew as well. 
This was the result of gross economic inequalities and the 
looting of the economies by both the local and imperialist 
ruling classes. Additionally, in some years the populations of 
some countries grew faster than the economy.
This looting of Africa is a symptom that, despite all its 
human and natural resources, the continent is still the 
most underdeveloped and is more directly dominated by 
imperialism than parts of Asia or Latin America. This, and 
the heavy preponderance of raw material exports, is a key 
factor in the ruling classes’ looting of the state and their “take 
the money and run” (or bank it elsewhere) philosophy. The 
inability of capitalism to develop Africa, in a rounded way, is 
seen in the general trend of the local capitalists to invest in 
finance, property, or in products that can be immediately sold 
locally, like foodstuffs, building materials, rather than longer-
term investments that would bring them into competition with 
the international monopolies. The result is that local business 
people are generally compradors, local allies and agents of 
imperialism, not seriously trying to develop their own nation-
state, instead having a rentier or client character.
This underdevelopment not simply means low living standards, 
weak infrastructures of all kinds, and poor health services etc. 
but also an extreme vulnerability to the crisis situation which 
has started to develop.

All current forecasts are for a recession and decline to hit 
all, or nearly all, African countries. The ILO figures show the 
dramatic drop in earnings as jobs and the possibility to work 
dry up in lockdowns. The IMF is forecasting that sub-Saharan 
Africa’s gross domestic product will contract by 1.6% this year, 
compared with a 3.1% growth in 2019.

World Bank Pessimism
The World Bank is far more pessimistic. Its Chief Economist for 
Africa, Albert G. Zeufack, explained: 

What we are projecting is the worst we’ve seen in 
25 years … We’re projecting that household welfare 
(meaning household consumption and income) could 
decline between 7% and 14%, depending on how long 
this crisis lasts … Africa could also be at risk of a food 
crisis. That’s how bad it is.
Even before Covid-19 hit Africa, our three largest 
economies were not performing that well. Nigeria, 
South Africa and Angola together make up 60% of our 
GDP in sub-Saharan Africa. Before Covid-19 hit, there 
was a recession in South Africa, there was a recession 
in Angola in previous quarters. Nigeria was growing but 
at a very slow pace and was still timidly recovering from 
its last commodity price shock in 2016 … overall, it’s 
clear that no African country will have enough room to 
manoeuvre to be able to face this crisis alone.

Translated into real life these figures mean a huge disaster. 
The African Union is talking of nearly 20 million job losses, 
but clearly this does not take the position of casual workers 
and artisans into consideration. However this will not create a 
new situation, as mass unemployment or underemployment 
in Africa is widespread. Prior to this crisis, the official 
unemployment rates were 29% in South Africa and 23% in 
Nigeria. Furthermore, remittances from family members 
working in other countries are likely fall in this international 
economic crisis, something which will be a further blow to a 
sizable numbers of families.
Last year’s economic growth (2.4% according to the World 
Bank) was less than the 2.7% increase in its population, 
meaning that Africa’s GDP per person fell. Now with all 
forecasts predicting a drop, the sub-Saharan economy will 
maybe be over 5% smaller by December, at a time when the 
region’s population is forecast to rise by around 2.6% to 1,094 
million. On average, all Africans will be poorer, although the 
reality of class society means that most of the ruling classes 
and their hangers-on will hardly suffer, if at all.
This will further sharpen the situation. Already there is anger 
at what is seen as the elite bringing Covid-19 into Africa when 
they returned from trips to Europe, the Gulf and Asia. It was 
quite symbolic that the first confirmed Covid-19 death in Africa 
was that of the vice-president of Burkina Faso’s legislative 
assembly.

Africa’s Other Deadly Diseases
The spread of Covid-19 is starting to cause fear as the number 
of cases and deaths increase. At the same time, the continual 
failure to deal with malaria, TB, HIV/AIDS, and other deadly 
diseases, means there is scepticism that Covid-19 can be dealt 
with, especially as many of the initial infections and deaths 
were amongst the ruling and middle classes. In Nigeria, it 
was not lost on broad layers of the population that, because 
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of travel restrictions, sick members of the elite could not go 
outside the country for treatment, as they usually do, and 
then some of them died in Nigerian hospitals.
In one country after another, people are questioning the ability 
of their governments to protect, provide for and, if necessary, 
treat them. Even if, like Ebola, Covid-19 can be contained in 
parts of Africa, the impact of the likely world economic slump 
will be brutal.
The lockdowns, which have often been harshly imposed, have 
increased anger. In situations where huge numbers of the 
working population are casual workers, artisans or traders, the 
lockdowns meant, in the words of some protesters “no work, 
no food”. Despite promises, state relief was often not effective. 
The state brutality that working people met when they either 
tried to go to work or to procure food has fuelled resentment.
As in other continents, governments in Africa are taking 
advantage of the pandemic to impose or re-impose sometimes 
wide-ranging powers, often using ‘emergency’ procedures to 
bypass parliaments. This Bonapartist tendency towards the 
state taking, or trying to take, unilateral action is, of course, 
widespread in Africa. The African elites correctly fear that their 
looting means that their rule has no legitimacy in the eyes of 
many, so they rely on corruption (‘stomach infrastructure’, as 
they say in Nigeria) or force to rule. The rulers will not want 
to quickly give up these emergency powers after the Covid-19 
crisis. This would mean that the limited democratic gains 
acquired in some African countries in the past few years of 
“democratisation” could be further rolled back.
Despite this repression, in some countries, frustration 
and anger are almost boiling over. In the absence of a lead 
from the trade unions or left forces, like the CWI, riots and 
bedlam can very easily and rapidly spread. In Lagos, Nigeria, 
a lockdown led to sizable gangs of youths attacking working 
class and poor areas in search of money and valuables. 
They did not attack middle or ruling class areas, as they are 
often gated and defended. Given the absence of police, local 
people, sometimes at the urging of CWI members, organised 
their own self-defence activities to resist attack. However, the 
security of the rich and middle class areas was not entirely 
guaranteed. In fact, as the lockdown went on, bands of hungry 
people showed up in some of the rich and middle class areas 
in Lagos, begging for alms or banging on the gated residential 
estates in Lekki, Victoria Island and Ikoyi. As one scared rich 
resident correctly observed, from gently begging for alms, 
these hungry bands could turn to more direct means. To 
ward-off these dangers, some residents of well-off estates in 
Victoria Island organised daily contributions to feed the “area 
boys” for protection.
The development and strengthening of self-organisation by 
workers, the poor and youth are key tasks, both for survival 
and for the struggle for change. Without the working class 
and such organisations showing a way out, and engaging in 
struggle, there is the danger of the development of communal, 
ethnic, religious and national clashes breaking out. Africa has 
seen before how such developments have inflicted misery 
and destruction over wide areas as states and societies have 
broken down. In our Emergency Programme to Fight Covid-19 
and Protect Working People, the CWI puts forward a proposals 
for how such self-organisation can begin in this crisis. For 
example:

the trade unions should take the lead in encouraging 
democratic self-organisation to organise supplies and 
their fair distribution and pricing – including action 
against profiteering and black marketeering.

Where necessary, set up public kitchens and relief 
centres at community levels for distribution of foodstuff, 
drugs and other essential supplies. Emergency action 
to provide adequate supplies of cheap drinking 
water and safe sanitation. Control and distribution 
of such supplies to be in the hands of democratic 
committees set up at community level and comprising 
elected representatives of trade unions, community/
neighbourhood associations and grassroots groups 
etc., in order to prevent fraud, price gouging and other 
sharp practises.

Such actions, linked to demands for free, good healthcare, 
and a living income for all, would be a basis for building a 
united movement to both win immediate improvement and 
for fundamental change. Without this, there would not just be 
the danger of rising criminality but the development of ethnic, 
religious and national tensions both within and between 
countries.
Growing tensions meant that 2019 saw, for the first time in 
five years, a rise in military spending in Africa to an estimated 
$41.2 billion. Partly this reflected increased insurgencies in 
different countries but also, in some areas, potential conflicts 
between states.

Imperialist Powers Tussle for Influence in Africa
Against a background of increasing rivalries and friction 
between the main imperialist powers, there has been a 
growing tussle between them for influence and positions 
within Africa. Covid-19 provided the latest example, with 
China offering large in-kind medical donations to combat the 
pandemic, something that their rivals have labelled “facemask 
diplomacy”. The US administration has not been so generous: 
Trump phoned the Nigerian president Buhari to offer an 
“unspecified” number of ventilators.
The imperialist powers are not just fearful of one another they 
also fear what the popular reaction to this fundamental crisis 
will be. That is a reason why imperialist agencies like the IMF 
are currently prepared to grant some concessions, like the 
loans totalling over $18 billion it has offered to over 40 African 
countries. Nigeria has been loaned $3.4 billion of this with an 
agreement to repay it within five years at a “low” annual 1% 
interest rate. But this is hardly generous. The very first, but not 
the only, British government package to deal with the impact 
of the pandemic totalled $39 billion, over double what the 
IMF offered the entire continent. But Britain has a population 
of over 66 million compared with over 200 million living in 
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Nigeria, and well over a 
billion living in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, as a whole. Loans like 
those from the IMF barely touch 
the surface and, because the burden of 
repayment will fall on working people, will 
not offer a way out. Notwithstanding the IMF’s 
recent offer of a 1% interest rate, which is four times 
higher than the US Federal Reserve’s current 0.25% 
rate, the demand for cancellation of foreign debts will be an 
important issue in Africa and elsewhere, especially given the 
sharp decline in revenue.
The ruling classes will use this crisis as an excuse to launch 
attacks on workers and the poor, in general. In South Africa, 
the pro-capitalist ANC government has used the worldwide 
crisis in the aviation industry to carry through, as the South 
African CWI comrades explain, its policy of wanting “to break 
the workers’ resistance, bury SAA and create a new privately-
owned entity parasiting on the state”. (See MWP website.)
In Nigeria, the government has seized hold of the opportunity 
of this crisis, especially the crash in oil prices, to officially 
remove the “oil subsidy”, posing the possibility of sharp 
increases in the prices of petrol, and other oil products, when 
the oil price rises again. The decline in Nigeria’s oil revenues 
also means federal state governments, in particular, will soon 
start again to owe workers’ salaries. Already Kaduna state has 
begun to cut the workers’ salaries by 25%. Announcements 
about plans to cut salaries or sack workers have been made 
not only by governments but also by the private sector.
As in the rest of the world, CWI comrades in Africa have been 
active in building movements to secure the necessary medical 
defences against Covid-19, defend working peoples’ safety 
and living standards, while striving to build the forces that can 
challenge the capitalist system. Even before Covid-19, health 
services were in an inadequate and pitiful state in much of Africa.

CWI Campaigns in Africa
We have argued that words are not enough. Our South 
African comrades in the Marxist Workers Party have been 
campaigning for the left-led metalworkers’ union, Numsa, 
the largest trade union in South Africa, and Saftu, the trade 
union centre Numsa dominates, “to adopt a bold socialist 
programme as a response to the economic crisis of capitalism 
and the ANC government’s programme of pay cuts, job losses, 
austerity and privatisation, both now massively aggravated by 
the coronavirus crisis”.
In Nigeria, CWI comrades leading the Socialist Party of Nigeria, 
warned that the trade union leaders’ “inability to fashion and 
campaign for a clearly independent working class programme 
over the health emergency and the economic crisis, is what is 
behind the current audacity of the capitalist ruling elite to not 
even attempt to do one per cent of the kind of massive state 
interventions and relief programme that are taking place in 
other capitalist countries”.
Already events are showing the limits of the “market” and 
capitalism. The fact that capitalist classes around the world 
now have to economically rely on the state shows the limits of 
private ownership. However, the capitalists want to use what 
is essentially “their” state to secure the profit system by state 
funding and, if necessary, suppressing protests. Inevitably, 
the question will be posed that if private companies can only 
survive by resting on the state, what is the role of private 
ownership apart from making a profit for capitalists? This 
increased role of the state will raise the question of public 

ownership, especially of the commanding heights of the 
economy, and planning the economy in the interests of the 
vast majority and not private profit.
A stormy period has opened. Like in other parts of the world, 
working people will not indefinitely tolerate this situation. This 
is especially so in Africa, where the average age is 19 years 
old, and where 77% of the population is below the age of 35. 
The young, with their energy and anger, will be the driving 
force of change. Again and again, there have been mighty 
movements in Africa for freedom and fundamental change. 
Often dictatorial regimes have been overthrown, but then the 
question is what happens next?
This is a vital question for the future, for there can be no doubt 
that struggles will, sooner or later, break-out. What lessons 
can be learned from the past? Sudan provides some answers. 
Last year, months of mass struggle overcame murderous 
repression and finally ousted a 20-year-old brutal regime. In 
one sense, power lay in the hands of the working people but 
there was no agreement on concrete steps to make that a 
practical reality. This allowed top generals, a key part of the 
old regime, to entice opposition leaders into a coalition that 
resulted in the state remaining largely in the hands of the 
military. The situation in Sudan is still unstable; it is one of “dual 
power”. The revolution has not been crushed and struggles 
continue but the military continues to defend capitalism and 
landlordism. Unless an independent movement of workers 
and poor takes power completely, sooner or later the 
capitalists and their agents will re-establish full control.

Tremendous Human Potential
There is tremendous potential human energy in Africa, 
alongside huge natural resources. The challenge facing 
socialists is building a movement which, in the words of the 
CWI comrades in Nigeria, sees that the “Covid-19 pandemic 
is an indictment of the capitalist system. It has shown 
that a system built on profit and not human need will fail 
humanity when it matters the most. Now, more than ever, 
we need to begin to fight for a different kind of society – a 
socialist system under which the commanding heights of the 
economy are nationalised under democratic workers’ control 
and management, and the needs of the vast majority, not 
profits and greed of a few, form the basis of governance and 
economy”.
It is with such a programme that Africa can be transformed. 
It is entirely possible that, as with the Russian Revolution in 
October 1917, in the coming years, imperialism will indeed 
break at one of its weakest links. The coming to power of 
a workers’ and poor peoples’ government in one African 
country that starts the socialist reconstruction of society 
and appeals to workers and the poor in other countries to 
follow, to overthrow their own despots, and begin to create 
a voluntary socialist confederation of Africa, would not only 
transform the continent but would be a signal to the entire 
world to follow suit.

“It is entirely possible that, as with the Russian
Revolution in October 1917, in the coming 

years,  imperialism will indeed break 
at one  of its weakest links.”
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