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Organise to Defeat Coronavirus!
On Saturday 14 March, Khanya College convened 
discussions among the leadership of the Community 
Healthcare Workers (CHWs) organised in the Gauteng 
Community Health Care Forum, and held a broader 
meeting of social movements activists from African 
Reclaimers Organisation (ARO), and other organisations 
to discuss the coming coronavirus disaster and how the 
working class should respond to it. 

The meeting discussed the COVID-19 pandemic in 
the context of a generalised collapse of the social 
infrastructure in South Africa, and especially the health 
system. This is important in understanding the conditions 
under which we will organise and mobilise in our struggle 
against the coronavirus. A list of important demands 
were developed out of the meeting’s discussions on 
what necessary infrastructures we need to mobilise and 
make accessible to the working class as we begin to 
experiences the effects of the pandemic. We agreed on 
a list of demands that the government must implement 
immediately. 

More important is the role we as activists are going to 
play in organising our communities. Without awareness 
about how the virus works, no amount of resources from 
the government will save us. It is how we practice good 
hygiene, how we support each other, how we prevent 
selfish behaviour that expose the most vulnerable among 
us – it is our leadership as activists that will defeat the 
virus. 

Let’s arm ourselves with knowledge, strengthen our 
solidarity, share and pool our resources and practice 
compassion - none of us can get through this alone. 

The Context of the Coronavirus 
Pandemic 
The Coronavirus named COVID-19, which today has 
infected at least 200 000 people worldwide and killed 
thousands has now landed in South Africa. The South 
African state did very little to take leadership during the 
spread of the virus globally. When the President delivered 
his State of the Nation Address no mention was made 
of the COVID-19 pandemic and its implications for South 
Africa. The Minister of Finance also said nothing about 
the coming danger. 
 
Khanya College organises Community Healthcare 
Workers (CHWs), among other sections of the working 
class and the poor. These CHWs are in the eye of the 
storm. Like the CHWs, the working class that inhabits the 
informal settlements of this country, that collects materials 
for recycling from the country’s rubbish dumps – all these 
working class people are in the eye of storm. 

Presidential messages that lull us to sleep will not prevent 
the storm from wreaking havoc on the working class and its 
communities. Only organising and the boundless energy 
by militants of the working class will save us from the 
impending catastrophe. To be able to rise to the historical 
challenge, we have to understand the task before us. We 
have to understand the conditions under which we have to 
struggle. We have to face the impending catastrophe with 
rationality and courage to organise in the eye of storm.

The medical context 
COVID-19 arrives in South Africa against a background of 
a public health system that is in deep and structural crisis. 
The sources of this collapse need restating because these 
sources need to be addressed in the struggle against the 
virus. 

South Africa has two health systems – a public health 
system for the poor, and a private health system for the 
rich. The private health system has all the facilities and 
resources needed to respond to COVID-19. With these 
facilities, we can expect the elite to “isolate” themselves 
behind the walls of these private hospitals and clinics. 
On the other side of the class divide stand the hospitals 
of the working class – poorly resourced, mismanaged 
and chaotic medical facilities. Like other social services 
hammered by neoliberal austerity, it is facing a systemic 
crisis, and the minister’s response was to cut its budget 
further. This is the health system that will have to respond 
to the COVID-19 pandemic for the majority of South 
Africans. 
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South Africa has one of the world’s highest burdens of 
disease in the world and is the unfortunate leader in a 
range of disease areas, including: child mortality, and 
malnutrition. We now know the possibility of coronavirus 
intersecting with such a high burden of disease is a 
lethal cocktail. Though high mortality rates show older 
people are more vulnerable to the virus, in South Africa 
the burden of disease among young people (60% of the 
population) is shockingly high, and this puts them at risk 
too. The reason that South Africa carries such a high 
burden of disease is because it’s now the most unequal 
country in the world, and the working class is one of the 
poorest.

The social context 
The social context of this struggle against coronavirus 
is also one of deep, systemic and structural violence. In 
a highly charged social context where the fear of death 
is unleashed, the struggle for control of spaces and 
resources may well lead to escalation in the levels of 
social violence, especially against women and girls, who 
bear the brunt of this systemic violence. South Africa’s 
ruling class has also for a long time used the “foreigner” 
as a cover for its politics of austerity. Xenophobia may 
rear its ugly head as the failure of the state is transferred 
onto African foreign nationals.  

A defining feature of our social context is the epidemic of 
unemployment that faces large sections of the working 
class, particularly among youth people (50%). The high 
rate of youth unemployment is beyond catastrophic. 
Because they have been demoralised and betrayed by 
those who ever-so-often claim to have fought for them, 
the South African youth appear to have (or indeed have) 
a death wish. Within the context of the coronavirus this 
could yield dire consequences.

The poor social services that the working class have to live 
with everyday has the potential to become major drivers 
of the transmission of COVID-19 within the working class. 
We need to look at housing conditions, overcrowded 
transport, food quality, and lack of running water, etc. A 
major organisational challenge for the working class is 
how it will organise itself so that it mitigates the potential 
drivers of transmission. 

The political context 
The failure of South Africa’s health system is not a case 
of misunderstanding. Further, the high burden of disease, 
and the social disintegration around us is a result of 25 
years of the politics of neoliberalism. The South African 
state, and the ANC, has a clear and strong will – to 
protect and advance the interests of the ruling classes 
and its elites. We saw this in August 2012 (the Marikana 
Massacre), and we see this in the cuts to the health 
budget in the context of a collapsing health system and 
looming pandemic. 

In their addresses on 13 and 26 February, the President 
and the Minister of Finance did not make any budgetary 
allocations for this life and death struggle against 
coronavirus. No budgetary allocations were announced 
by the President in his recent evening address to the 
nation and not a single measure deals with the impending 
impact of the coronavirus on the working class! Instead 
public money will be used to maintain the profits of big 
capital. The rich and elites will have fiscal packages 
prepared for them, they will keep their hospitals, their 
doctors, their supplies and their lives. 

Such is the political context within which we will have to 
struggle against the coronavirus pandemic. This struggle 
cannot be won without breaking the stranglehold of the 
ruling monopoly capitalist class over the state and over 
society. We may not be able to break this stranglehold 
in lasting ways, but it has to be broken at least for long 
enough for us to survive the storm. 

Organising is the only way out!
COVID-19 arrives in South Africa against a background 
of a health system that is in deep and structural crisis, 
and has been for a very long time. This is because the 
ANC government, acting in the interest of the South 
African elite and ruling class, has enforced 25 years of 
neoliberal policies.  It is working class people who have 
suffered and continue to suffer because of these policies. 
In line with these anti-working class policies, the ANC 
government has not responded to the coronavirus threat 
in any serious or meaningful way. We have seen this in 
the lack of budgetary allocations made and the lack of any 
immediate measures taken to deal with how coronavirus 
will affect working class communities in the coming days, 
weeks and months. It is clear that if we want to survive 
the coming coronavirus disaster,  the stranglehold of the 
ruling monopoly capitalist class over the state and over 
society must be broken. To do this, the working class 
must organise itself. 
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# Social Solidarity
There are a few main and immediate challenges that the 
working class needs to respond to in order to wage this 
battle against the coronavirus. There is a danger of a 
major breakdown of social solidarity among members of 
working class communities, resulting in violent struggles 
over resources and the vicious spread of the virus. The 
lack of infrastructure in working class communities to 
deal with COVID-19, and the ruling class and its ANC 
government’s refusal to take any measures or mobilise 
the forces and resources needed will also pose a great 
challenge. Another danger is that a demoralised youth 
could result in a large section of the population not taking 
the necessary measures and precautions to protect 
themselves and others and thus fueling the spread of 
virus. 

A meeting of healthcare and other social movement 
activists at Khanya College discussed these challenges 
and how to deal with them. Out of these discussions, a 
campaign strategy was agreed upon, that working class 
communities can use to combat coronavirus. The most 
important part of this campaign is building organisation at 
the most local level in our communities. 

# Community Awareness
The first phase is to focus on raising your community’s 
consciousness and preparing the ground for social 
solidarity by distributing information (flyers, posters, 
performances) at various community centres and making 
contact with your community members. It is important to 
make contact with existing local community organisations, 
like church associations, sports clubs and youth groups 
as well. The second phase is to begin to organise local 
neighbourhood structures. Because of the nature of the 
virus, it is important for activists to adopt the approach of 
small group meetings (less than 10) and neighbourhood 
actions. 

# Identify local facilities
These neighbourhood structures can begin to organise 
the community’s social and physical infrastructure, such 
as identifying local spaces that can be used as quarantine 
facilities, mobilising resources like water and food, and 

taking care of the sick and elderly. These structures 
can also begin to mobilise the community to compel 
the government at a local level to provide the resources 
needed to combat coronavirus, like water supply, 
sanitisers, free testing facilities, medical equipment and 
personnel, and food for communities. 

The more deeply embedded and widespread these 
community structures are (from house to street to 
neighbourhood to area to township level), the more 
effective it will be. But most importantly, though 
demoralised at the moment, the youth of South Africa 
are a vital resource. Like in many struggles throughout 
history, the youth’s commitment and energy will have a 
major impact on the struggle of the working class against 
the coronavirus pandemic.

Demands We Must Fight For
Organising in our neighbourhoods is going to be the 
key. Raising awareness and solidarity will be our main 
weapon to defeat the coronavirus. To help us organise 
and succeed, the government needs to make important 
resources available. The meeting decided that all our 
organisations must demand that the government takes 
action – not words – on these demands:
 
•	 Access to water and sanitation:
Thousands of temporary handwashing facilities must be 
set up across every area and adequate soap and water 
must be made available in every township in South Africa. 
All places of employment must install handwashing/ 
sanitiser points. The armed forces should be available 
to deliver water to areas experiencing lack of clean, safe 
water supply. Any actions of forced installation of water 
meters in working class households must be suspended. 
Unemployed youth must be hired at the minimum wage to 
operate the installations of handwashing stations.

•	 Free testing and healthcare access for all at all 
facilities: 

Testing must be free for all, regardless of nationality, 
including those with medical aid, and must be made 
available anywhere, especially private facilities. Mobile 
testing stations must be rolled out and follow patterns of 
the movement and evolution of the virus. All sick patients 
must be provided with access to all and any healthcare 
facility (public or private) if neccesary, regardless of their 
medical aid status. As in other countries, the government 
must conduct random testing at taxi ranks, train stations 
and other key points. 

•	 Production, free distribution and public access of 
necessary medical resources and equipment:  

This includes face masks, gloves, drips, protective 
clothing, oxygen tanks, etc. The state must temporarily 
expropriate companies and facilities that produce/provide 
these resources and ensure working class communities 
have access to these resources. Prices controls and 
rationing systems must be enforced.
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•	 Quarantine facilities within local communities must 
be provided where possible and resourced with 
necessary infrastructures: 

Local community structures may have to identify these 
local spaces like churches, and community halls that can 
be used as quarantine facilities. Medical equipment, staff, 
heating, food and other support much be provided by the 
state.

•	 Secured employment of sick members of the working 
class: 

Because many working class people cannot afford to 
‘work from home’, the state needs to protect these workers 
against dismissal. The UIF must not be used to fund sick 
workers. Time taken off to recover from the virus must not 
be included as part of workers’ sick leave.

•	 Feeding schemes in townships: 
The state needs to set up feeding points for any member 
of the community who needs food at key points in 
townships, community halls, churches and other spaces. 
The state needs to give a food voucher of at least R2 000 
per unemployed family.

•	 Make working class transport safer: 
Taxi associations must be compelled to enforce lawful 
passenger loads. Sanitiser facilities must be provided for 
every single taxi, bus, plane and train in operation and 
at all transport centres in South Africa. The state must 
upscale maintenance on the railway network immediately 
and provide more trains to service the public to avoid 
overcrowding.

•	 Unemployed people must be employed by the state 
to respond to pandemic: 

In order to respond to coronavirus we will need thousands 
if not millions of people to perform numerous tasks and 
actions in service of the public. South Africa currently has 
a large pool of unemployed people, and especially youth 
who must be employed by the state to perform these 
functions. This will also offset the deteriorating conditions 
of working class communities as the pandemic worsens. 
The workers must be paid the minimum wage and work 
in shifts. 

Communication is going to be key
The way we will be organising in this context will have to 
change, and it will be deeply affected by the coronavirus. 
We cannot hold large meetings, marches or rallies. We will 
have to organise in small groups of less than 10, or even 
5. We will have to use other means of communication like 
Whatsapp, websites, sms communication, newsletters, 
flyers and so on. Khanya College will be using its website 
– Karibu.org.za – to keep activists and communities 
informed of developments and of planned actions. The 
campaign team from the 14 March meeting will also set 
up a way of communicating and agreeing on actions 
without having big meetings.


