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SONA 2019

Strong in tone and goals, short on detail
Last night President Cyril Ramaphosa presented the State of the Nation Address (SONA). As usual for such statements it was long on lofty principals 
and broad objectives, and short on key details of policies. However, in general we found the tone of Ramphosa’s address to be quite strong, with 
a big focus on kick-starting the economy by encouraging investment, rehabilitating key institutions and fighting corruption. As regards 
Ramaphosa’s much anticipated comments on Eskom, he confirmed that the government would look to unbundle the generation, transmission 
and distribution businesses under an Eskom holding company, but he did not give any further details on the turnaround plan for the troubled 
utility. Without repeating verbatim all of the points touched on in the SONA, we think it worthwhile to flag the five ‘most urgent’ tasks facing the 
state: 

 accelerate inclusive growth and create jobs

 improve the education system

 improve conditions of life for poor South Africans

 fight against corruption and state capture

 strengthen the capacity of the state

In no particular order here are some other specific points that we view as interesting:

Ramaphosa spent a lot of the SONA talking about investment, and said that South Africa would host another investment conference this year, to 
build on the positive momentum achieved from the last one. He has asked provincial governments to take the lead in identifying investable 
projects to present to potential investors. The government has established a task team with officials from the Presidency, National Treasury, Invest 
SA, and the Department of Planning Monitoring and Evaluation to look at ways to eliminate investment constraints. The task team will give a 
monthly progress report to the Cabinet. He also said that the government had set itself the target of improving its ranking in the World Bank’s 
ease of doing business criteria from 82 out of 190 countries to within the top 50 in the next three years. 

As regards two sectors that appear ripe for an investment surge, provided the enabling environment is sorted out, Ramaphosa revealed that the 
government was developing a ‘comprehensive integrated national water plan’ to address water shortages, crumbling infrastructure and poor 
project planning and implementation in South Africa and was establishing a Human  Settlements Development Bank to accelerate the provision 
of housing. 

On South Africa’s troubled state-owned companies, he said that the government will look at strategic equity partnerships and selling off 
non-core assets but in the same breath promised that the government would never support privatization of state assets that are strategic 
to the wellbeing of the economy and the people.  On Eskom specifically, as noted above, Ramaphosa’s comments gave broad principles and 
aims (some of which sit in an inherent contradiction to each other). He said that the government supported Eskom’s ‘nine-point turnaround plan’ 
without revealing its detailed features. He did confirm however, that government would immediately begin to unbundle Eskom into generation, 
transmission and distribution functions - but under the umbrella of an Eskom holding company. He said that Eskom needed ‘to take urgent steps 
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to significantly reduce its costs’ without clarifying whether this will entail headcount reduction. He stated that government would ‘support 
Eskom’s balance sheet...without burdening the fiscus with unmanageable debt’ but left all further details, including the quantum of support, to 
be revealed by Finance Minister Mboweni on 20 February. 

To grow the economy the president also promised a new focus on expanding manufactured exports and exports of services such as 
business process outsourcing and the remote delivery of medical services. He said that to improve the competitiveness of South Africa’s 
exports, the government would ‘complete the studies’ on reducing input costs, including for administered prices like electricity, and also trade, 
communications, and transport. 

He noted that the Youth Employment Tax Incentive would be extended for another 10 years, and called upon companies to participate in 
the Youth Employment Service to place youths in paid internships. On the issue of jobs, he reiterated the Jobs Summit promises of 
interventions to create 275,000 additional jobs per annum, and promised to significantly expand the small business incubation program, including 
digital hubs in townships. He said that government would support the labour absorbing sectors of agriculture and tourism, for example by 
introducing an eVisa regime for tourists this year.

Ramaphosa said that work on examining the size and structure of the state was at an advanced stage, and would be completed within the 
current administration. This strongly suggests that after the elections South Africa can look forward to a streamlined cabinet, and the merger of 
many government departments to reduce wasteful overlap, strengthen policy coordination and improve efficiency. 

We think perhaps the strongest part of the SONA was Ramaphosa’s tough words on the need to fight corruption and state capture. While 
his words were not especially new, Ramaphosa said he would soon issue a proclamation setting out the terms of reference for a new directorate 
within the National Prosecuting Authority. Significantly, the directorate would function like the Directorate of Special Operations (also known as 
the Scorpions), which was disbanded in 2009, in that it would have both investigatory and prosecutorial capacities, and would draw on expertise 
of both government and the private sector.

Finally Ramaphosa proclaimed 8 May as the date for the national and provincial elections.
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