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MEMO 
      
 

Date: 14th June 2021 

To: Honorable Deputy Chief Justice 

Dikgang Moseneke 
From: Ministerial Advisory Committee 

(MAC) on COVID-19 

    

INDEPENDENT ELECTORAL COMMISSION (IEC) REQUEST FOR INPUTS 

REGARDING SCHEDULING OF THE MUNICIPAL ELECTIONS 

  
Memo on updated information related to the MAC on COVID-19 Independent Electoral 
Commission (IEC) Advisory (17 May 2021 – refer to Appendix I) and response to request from 
the Office of the Commission of Inquiry into Ensuring Free and Fair Local Government Elections 
During COVID-19, Chief Justice Dikgang Moseneke dated 1 June 2021. 

 

Request for Information  

Information on the current status and expected trajectory of the COVID-19 epidemic in South 
Africa as well as the likelihood of reaching vaccination herd immunity by October 2021 is 
contained in the attached South African COVID-19 Modelling Consortium (SACMC) report 
(refer to Appendix II). 
 
Additional responses by the MAC on COVID-19 to the issues raised in the letter of 1 June 
2021 are below: 

 
1. The nature, extent and features of the vaccination efforts being undertaken in South 

Africa. Current immunization efforts have been hampered by a slower than expected roll 
out. It is unlikely the targets will be met for vaccinating all healthcare workers and people of 
60 years of age or older by the end of July 2021, and people 40 years of age or older by 
mid-October 2021.  
 

2. The risk that might be posed to the lives and health of people in South Africa if the 
local government elections were to proceed in October 2021. As per the MAC on 
COVID-19 IEC Advisory, election activities that involve gatherings of large numbers of 
people may increase the risk to the population if COVID-19 protocols are not maintained 
and adhered to, particularly in events such as political rallies where it is a challenge to 
monitor adherence to protocols. 
 

3. Any additional measures that may be undertaken to reduce the risk posed to the lives 
and health of people in South Africa, in the event that the local government elections 
were to take place during October 2021. There are no further recommendations beyond 
what is already in the MAC on COVID-19 IEC Advisory. It is worth emphasizing that for any 
IEC related activities, efforts should continue to be made to insist on, and enforce, 
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ventilation, social distancing, sanitizing of hands, use of masks, and other non-
pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs) in any indoor and outdoor settings. This should also 
include emphasis on contact tracing, quarantine and isolation where required. 
 
IEC COVID-19 protocols have been developed and implemented to facilitate recent 
municipal elections in November 2020 as well as April and May 2021. These protocols 
should be reviewed to ensure they are adhered to and implemented during the election 
process. 

 
 
Thank you for consideration of this response. 
 
Kind regards, 

                
 
PROF MARIAN JACOBS                                   PROF KOLEKA MLISANA 

CO-CHAIRPERSONS: MINISTERIAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE ON COVID-19 

DATE: 14 June 2021 
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Date: 17 May 2021 

To: Minister ZL Mkhize,  

Honorable Minister of Health 
From: Ministerial Advisory Committee 

(MAC) on COVID-19 

    

INDEPENDENT ELECTORAL COMMISSION (IEC) REQUEST FOR INPUTS 

REGARDING SCHEDULING OF THE MUNICIPAL ELECTIONS 

  
Problem Statement 

The IEC has been asked to consider postponing the upcoming municipal elections scheduled 
for 27th October 2021. A meeting was held by the IEC on Thursday 22nd April 2021 with 
stakeholders to discuss this. The Minister of Health has been asked by the IEC to give input on 
the health-related implications to holding the municipal elections as scheduled. 

 

Implications  

There are 3 health-related concerns regarding holding the municipal elections as scheduled: 

1. The country may be experiencing a high number of COVID-19 cases or a rise in cases 
may be detected at the time of the elections or in the run-up to the elections 
necessitating a postponement of the elections at the last minute. 

2. The holding of the elections could put members of the public at risk of contracting 
COVID-19 during one of various activities, such as: 

o Voter registration with the anticipated need to facilitate large numbers of 
citizens in voter registration stations;   

o The voting process itself, where large numbers gather at polling stations and 
queue to complete their ballots; 

o Large political gatherings, especially in venues that are difficult to manage or 
limit (such as sports stadia); these are potentially high risk super-spreading 
events;  

o Increased person-to-person contact during door-to-door campaigning. 
3. The rollout of the vaccine program may not have reached sufficient people to have 

achieved population protection, or even protection of higher risk populations. 
 
It would be difficult to manage or limit participation as well as ensure NPIs are adhered to in 
mass events.  
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Background/Current Information 

1. The South African COVID-19 Modelling Consortium has developed possible 3rd wave 
scenarios, which have been presented to the Minister and MAC1. In brief: 

o The timing of a third wave is not predictable, though the time from an initial 
increase in cases to the peak is on average 2-3 months. 

o In the absence of a new variant, the peak of a 3rd wave is likely to be lower than 
the peak of the 2nd wave across all age groups and most provinces, though there 
is substantial uncertainty. The behavioral response of the population to 
increasing case numbers will be a key determinant of the severity of a 3rd wave. 

o The emergence of new variants is unpredictable. A new variant could produce 
a 3rd wave that meets or exceeds the levels of the 2nd wave. 

2. The vaccine rollout program is expected to have reached all healthcare workers and 
people of 60 years of age or older by the end of July 2021. The program will be in the 
process of vaccinating members of the general public who are older than 50 years of 
age (by end August 2021), 40 years of age (by mid-October 2021) as well as workers 
aged 40 years or older. It is expected that people in congregate settings will be included 
in this process. The rollout is expected to move to vaccinating the rest of the population 
(18 years or older) in October 2021. This information is as per the National Department 
of Health implementation plan as presented to the MAC on 15th April 2021 and 
implementation plans may change2. In addition, there is a possibility of disruptions in 
the supply of either of the two vaccines. 

3. Limitations on the size of gatherings is one of the most effective measures to reduce 
SARS-CoV-2 transmission. Brauner et al. estimated that restricting gatherings to 100 
people or less resulted in a 34% reduction in transmission3. Political rallies and similar 
gatherings generally include far greater numbers of people with less likelihood of 
maintaining adherence to NPIs. 

4. Current Level 1 restrictions allow for: “Social, political and cultural gatherings are 
permitted but limited to 250 persons or less for indoor venues and 500 persons or less 
for outdoor venues and if the venue is too small to hold the prescribed number of 
persons observing a distance of at least one and a half metres from each other then not 
more than 50 percent of the capacity of the venue may be used, subject to strict 
adherence to all health protocols and social distancing measures” 4. 

5. Municipal Elections were held in November 2020 and April 2021 where COVID-19 
protocols were in place and implemented by the IEC. These were catch-up elections 
and involved only 455 and 14 elections respectively3. 

6. The proposed elections in October 2021 are anticipated to include 4 725 unique 
elections, comprising 4 468 ward elections, eight metropolitan council elections, 205 
local council elections and 44 district council elections5. 

 

Recommendations 

1. Any decision to delay the elections should take into consideration the uncertainty around 
the timing and magnitude of the potential Third Wave. It is not possible to predict the 
number of cases in the months leading up to the elections or at the time of the elections 
with the current Third Wave modelling estimates. It is also not possible to state with 
certainty what the epidemic situation will look like at potential future dates if voting is 
postponed. 

2. The Alert Level regulations are intended to protect the health of the population. Although 
the regulations may change in response to the epidemic situation, political gatherings 
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must be subject to the same restrictions as other gatherings, and the restrictions should 
be enforced consistently.  

3. COVID-19 protocols were developed and implemented to facilitate the municipal 
elections in November 2020. These protocols should be reviewed to ensure they are 
adhered to and implemented during the election process at campaign events and at 
voting stations. 

4. Consider spreading out the voter registration weekends so as to ensure strict 
compliance with COVID-19 preventions protocols coupled with targeted public 
messages advising citizens on how to safely participate in different stages of the 
electoral processes irrespective of the current alert level. 

5. Efforts should continue to be made to insist on, and enforce, ventilation, social 
distancing, sanitising of hands, use of masks, and other NPIs in any indoor and outdoor 
settings. This should also include emphasis on contact tracing, quarantine and isolation 
where required. 

6. Continued communication regarding the requirement for people to still adhere to all the 
NPIs and regulations, irrespective of whether a member of the public has been 
vaccinated or not.   

 
Footnotes: 

1. As per Third Wave Modelling presented to the MAC on 8th April 2021. 
2. As per presentation to the MAC by Dr Bamford, NDoH on COVID-19 vaccination rollout. 15th April 2021 
3. J. M. Brauner et al., Science 10.1126/science.abd9338 (2020). 
4. Mail and Guardian, Local government elections: COVID-19 add to IEC’s challenges. 16 March 2021  
5. Adjusted Alert Level 1 restrictions as per regulation 72.3(ii) – 30 March 2021. 

 
 
 
Thank you for consideration of this request. 
 
Kind regards, 
 

               
PROF MARIAN JACOBS                             PROF KOLEKA MLISANA 

CO-CHAIR CHAIRPERSONS: MINISTERIAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE ON COVID-19 

DATE: 17 May 2021 
 

CC:  

» Dr S Buthelezi (Director-General) 

» Dr T Pillay (Deputy Director-General) 

» Incident Management Team 
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Memo: Epidemiological assessment in relation to timing of 
municipal elections 
 
2021-06-07 
 
Preamble 
The South African COVID-19 Modelling Consortium (SACMC) has been contacted by 
multiple parties with requests for epidemiological information needed to inform their 
contributions to the Inquiry into Ensuring Free and Fair Local Government Elections During 
COVID-19 being conducted by Justice Moseneke on behalf of the Electoral Commission of 
South Africa. This document summarizes relevant information as of the date above. 
 
Current status and expected trajectory of the COVID-19 epidemic in 
South Africa 
South Africa is expected to officially enter the third wave of its COVID-19 epidemic in mid-
June, and several provinces have already entered a third wave. Based on the first two 
waves of the epidemic in South Africa, epidemic waves tend to last 5-8 weeks, though there 
is substantial variation among provinces (Table). The current rate of epidemic growth 
suggests that the third wave may have a lower peak incidence but longer duration than the 
previous two waves.  
 
It is also worth noting that: 
• Transmission continues to occur during inter-wave periods. For example, the country 

had an average of 1,625 new cases per day between 2020-09-15 and 2020-11-15 
(between waves 1 and 2) and an average of 1,325 new cases per day between 2021-03-
15 and 2021-05-15 (between waves 2 and 3). 

• There is substantial uncertainty regarding the potential for new variants, particularly the 
B.1.1.7 / Alpha and B.1.617.2 / Delta variants of concern, to alter the trajectory of the 
epidemic in the coming months. Both of these variants appear to be more transmissible 
than the B.1.351 / Beta variant that drove South Africa’s second wave. 

 
 Weeks with incidence† above 

the half-peak 
Weeks from new wave declaration 
to end of wave declaration‡ 

 Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 2 
South Africa 6.3 5 9.4 

Eastern Cape 5.1 9.2 11.6 
Free State 4.9 7.6 8 

Gauteng 5.1 3.7 7 
KwaZulu-Natal 5 5.1 8.6 

Limpopo 5.1 3.3 7.1 
Mpumalanga 4.3 4.1 8.3 

North West 5 3.7 8.3 
Northern Cape 10.6 1.1 -* 
Western Cape 9.1 6 10.6 

† 7-day moving average 
‡ Based on the definitions given in the MAC Advisory on the Second Wave 
* Northern Cape has not met the end-of-wave criterion following the declaration of the second wave 
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Likelihood of reaching community (“herd”) immunity by October 
2021 
Based on the initial estimates of the reproduction number in South Africa, the Ministerial 
Advisory Committee on COVID-19 Vaccines estimated that 67% of the population would 
need to be immune to infection for community (“herd”) immunity to be reached. The 
emergence of variants of concern that are more transmissible than the originally circulating 
variants suggests that reaching community immunity will require an even higher percentage 
of the population to be immune. Combined with the slow pace of vaccine roll-out to date and 
ongoing supply constraints, the probability of reaching community immunity by October 2021 
is considered low. 
 
Other relevant epidemiological considerations 
Aside from the potential for emergence of new variants, an increasing contact rate between 
susceptible and infectious individuals is expected to be the primary driver of the third and 
subsequent waves of the COVID-19 epidemic, and this must be taken into account in 
determining the size of gatherings (including political gatherings) permitted under COVID-19 
regulations.  
 
The SACMC’s report entitled “COVID-19 modelling update: Considerations for a potential 
third wave” (2021-04-29)1 considered a range of potential scenarios for a third wave that 
reflected different behavioral patterns, ranging from a slow response to rising infections with 
weak adherence to measures that reduce transmission (“slow, weak”) to a fast response 
with strong adherence (“fast, strong”). The projections clearly indicated that the height and 
duration of resurgences are highly dependent on behavioral factors. Current hospital 
admissions in Gauteng and Western Cape are approximately in line with an intermediate 
scenario (Figure). Campaign activities, if not carefully implemented, could alter the trajectory 
as a result of increased contact rates. 
 
 

 
 
 
Contact 
Inquiries should be directed to Dr. Harry Moultrie at <harrym@nicd.ac.za>. 

 
1 Available at: https://www.nicd.ac.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/SACMC-Third-wave-report-
290421.pdf 
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