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COVID-19: South Africa’s third wave continues to steadily build, with medical experts
divided on whether it will peak above or below the first two, while shifts in consumption
patterns due to COVID-19 have implications for inflation
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•

South Africa’s seven-day rolling average in new COVID-19 cases is at 4 342, from 3 568
a week ago and 2 849 two weeks ago, as the third wave continues to steadily build, while
vaccinations have now exceeded the one million mark, at 1 193 352.

•

South Africa has managed to get to a 2% vaccination rate for its population, after a very
slow start from February, but May has seen a marked quickening from around only
300 000 vaccinations administered at its start.

•

However, even at the pace of close to 900 000 vaccines administered in May, it will still
take a number of years (to the end of 2024) to vaccinate 75% of SA’s 60 million population,
unless the country’s current vaccination pace speeds up still further.

•

While South Africa is planning greater rollout, the delay in the J&J vaccines arrival due to
a factory error in the US impeding regulatory clearance will impede SA’s planned
quickening in vaccinations through adding in J&J jabs. Currently only the two-dose Pfizer
regime is in use.

•

However, vaccination registrations for the over sixty age group are relatively low, reported
at around 50%, with younger age groups now being considered, particularly via
businesses for those forty years and over.

•

The Director General at the Government Health Department is reported to be looking at
vaccinating the country’s work force in stages, with particular focus on those in education,
civil servants, the electricity sector, those working in transportation and agriculture.

•

South Africa’s slow vaccine rollout to date has nevertheless allowed for the development
of the third wave, with many workers now working from home again where possible, and
indeed many individuals remaining at home, resulting in the ongoing shift in consumption
patterns.
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•

There continues to be lower consumption levels overall compared to a year ago for most
sectors, but a reorientation towards home based entertainment and working has seen
some retail sales sectors, particularly household furniture, equipment and appliances,
gain.

•

The sharp shifts in consumption patterns, i.e. changes in the weights of goods and
services in the basket households consume have implications for the reweighting of CPI
domestically, just as it has globally, with inflation potentially having been underestimated
over 2020.
Please scroll down to the second section below
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•

Even excluding base effects, household furniture and appliances’ sales increased by
18.5% y/y in the first quarter of this year, while retailers Q1.21 sales of other items used
in improving the home experience (i.e. items from the hardware category) rose by 10%
y/y.

•

Retailers of cosmetics, medical goods, pharmaceuticals and toiletries have reported sales
(also all in real terms) for Q1.21 up 2.3% y/y excluding base effects as many individuals
prefer to continue to substitute previous services from salons at home.

•

The downturn in spend on services from the restaurant and hospitality industry, as well as
on travel and tourism and other activities which were restricted under lockdown, has
persisted to some degree as many unvaccinated individuals deem these activities still
unsafe.

•

This is reflected in retail sales at general dealers and specialised stores in the food,
beverage and tobacco space, which both are still seeing annual contractions for Q1.21
sales, base effects removed, as are other retailers of jewellery, watches, clocks,
entertainment requisites, second hand goods as well as the repair of personal and
household goods as well as other specialised stores and trade not in stores etc.

•

Fully vaccinating the majority of the population (many have only received one dose of a
two-dose programme) will go a long way for many in alleviating concerns in resuming full
consumption of many discretionary services, and so boost GDP and employment.

•

So far SA is reported to have delivered close to 500 000 doses of the single shot J&J
vaccine, providing full coverage for those obtaining it, with the remainder receiving only a
single dose of the Pfizer two dose vaccine, and so they are not fully protected.

•

In particular consumption of household appliances, furniture and equipment (in real terms),
has increased to 5.2% of total retail spend for the twelve months to March 2021, from 4.6%
in the twelve months to March 2019, and 4.7% for the twelve months to March 2020.
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•

A similar pattern has emerged for the consumption of hardware store items, which are now
at 8.5% of total real retail spend, from around 7.8% of total for the two comparative periods,
and cosmetics, toiletries etc at 7.4% from 6.9% evidencing shifting weights in spend.

•

This effect is also coming though into sales of home textiles and other soft furnishings,
and to some extent for clothing and footwear, on a shift into more comfortable apparel,
although overall as a % of total retail sales, clothing and footwear is losing out to other
sectors. The shifts are most marked for other retailers which are at 9% of total retail spend,
versus around 12.5% previously.
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