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Virtual Roundtable Discussion on Efficient, Economic and Effective use of 

Resources in the Procurement Environment 

Date: 28 October 2020 

Time: 9:00 

 

Program Director- Commissioner Phumelele Nzimande, Honourable Members of 

Parliament, Esteemed Commissioners, Entire Public Service Commission Family, 

Acting Director General of PSC, Directors General, Ladies and Gentlemen  

 

Let me start by thanking the PSC leadership for the invite and the privilege for me 

to share with you some of my thoughts on this very important topic. Also, let me 

congratulate you for hosting such an important event; this allows everybody 

involved to reflect on the race that we have run, with an aim of planning better for 

the unending race that we must still traverse. As President Mandela taught us “After 

climbing a great hill, one only finds that there are many more hills to climb”. There 

is no resting. 

 

Just to make sure that we are in the same wavelength and frequency, let me define 

the broad socio-economic environment under which this meeting and discussion is 

taking place. The environment is defined by the following: 

- High levels on inequality and poverty 

- Unemployment rate which is 30.1% and growing 

- economic disenfranchisement of the majority of the people of this country, black 

people in particular Africans, women, youth, rural communities, and township 

communities 
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- fiscal conditions which are deteriorating, as the macroeconomic indicators like debt 

to GDP ratio, primary deficit, low revenue collections, ballooning debt service cost, 

etc. indicate. 

 

All of the above, esteemed Commissioners, have been exacerbated by the advent of 

Coronavirus pandemic. The COVID-19 black swan, led to the declaration of the 

State of national disaster 7 months ago. Primarily at that time, the government had 

to protect lives and livelihoods. This brought economic activity to a complete 

standstill, and many of our people were exposed to hunger and starvation not seen 

before.  

 

Ladies and gentlemen, perhaps it is opportune for me to pause, and thank our 

workers, who put themselves on the line, for the benefit of all South Africans. Our 

civil servants were out there ensuring that, indeed lives and livelihoods were 

protected.  As you know we even surprised the world. Because of compromised 

infrastructure, lack of reliable water, the world thought we were headed for calamity.  

But we averted that, and we continue doing well in that front, this is supported by 

recovery rates, as high as 90%, among the highest in the world. 

 

The success that we scored as a country in the Health front, unfortunately came at a 

very high economic cost. 

 

Parliament approved a consolidated budget expenditure of R2, 04 trillion.  This has 

taken the deficit to 15, 7% of GDP. This included R147 billion which was directed 

to COVID intervention. PPE’s, hospital beds, water tanks, etc, were bought at a pace 

and scale never seen before, hence we speak of emergency procurement today. 

Safety nets were enlarged by providing food parcels and special grants.  
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Civil Society and business also came to the party. We really acted like a nation at 

war, in fact we are, but against an unconventional enemy, a stealth and cunning 

enemy, COVID-19. As I said above, I can repeat, without any fear of contradiction, 

the first battles we won. We must still win the war. Without the dedication of our 

civil servants, including our frontline workers, we would be singing a different tune 

today. We are grateful for that and we must be proud of that and walk tall. We were 

all getting in unchartered waters, traveling the path never traversed before. Perhaps 

mistakes were bound to happen, yes mistakes, BUT, and this is a big BUT, no 

circumstances justified the abuse of resources meant for our people. Nothing will 

ever justify corruption and malfeasance. That we must fight because it besmirches 

the good name of the civil servants.  

 

We are enjoined by the Constitution, Section 217, to use the resources economically, 

efficiently, effectively and in a transparent manner. Also different pieces of 

legislations including PFMA, MFMA, PPPFA, Treasury Regulations, etc. are very 

clear how these resources must be used. The above are meant to ensure that no 

leakages of resources and rent seeking take place. They are meant to ensure that as 

South Africans we get maximum socio-economic dividend. Our Batho Pele mantra 

should always guide us in whatever we do. Collectively we must be proud about 

what we achieved;  

 

We must also be uncompromising in exposing those who saw an opportunity to 

defraud our people; there are those who saw an opportunity to double dip, those who 

were found with their hands in a cookie jar, ghosts beneficiaries created, those who 

are working for the state who got monies they were not supposed to get, and all types 

of malfeasance. These are the people who are tarnishing the good name of the civil 

servants. 
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Some businesses also saw an opportunity to defraud the State. They started 

overcharging the State, supplied sanitizers which did not meet the standard, engaged 

in anti-competitive behaviour, engaged in excessive pricing like Dis-chem (already 

fined). These are some of rent seekers of note who should be exposed. Unfortunately 

this unwanted behaviour by business is in many instances facilitated by those who 

are mandated by the constitution to be the guardians of our people’s resources. We 

must know and let those we manage, that whenever they engage in these activities, 

they are breaking the supreme law of our country. 

 

However, esteemed Commissioners, the fact that others in the civil service were 

found on the wrong side of the law, does not make all the civil servants corrupt. Just 

like many businesses have been found to be corrupt, does not make all businesses 

corrupt.  I am saying this Honourable Members, esteemed Commissioners and 

leadership of our civil service because it can be very discouraging to be told daily 

that you are corrupt, yet you know that daily you wake up and go to serve the people 

of South Africa. You must also be able to talk about the good work that you are 

doing. 

 

Perhaps it is correct that I must remind all of us, of the responsibility we have, that 

of transforming the economy; that of ensuring that we give opportunities to the 

designated individuals and companies. The procurement spend of government and 

SOE’s is estimated at R800 billion per annum. The following principles should guide 

this expenditure, and you as Accounting Officers bear the ultimate responsibility: 

1. The money should be used for the purpose it was appropriated for  

2. The goods and services should be procured and be there 
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 3. This should also change the lives of our people qualitatively.  We should be able 

to see the impact. If this money was intended to build the hospital, let’s see the 

hospital, if it was for the building of the road, let’s see the road. 

4. The above should be of high quality and that must be checked and audited real 

time. Have you seen the roads which are finished today, and two months down the 

line, there are dongas where a carmel can hide. In other words, let’s see value for 

money. 

5. Let us spend that money in a transparent manner, efficient manner and let’s be as 

economic as possible. Spend the money as if it is your own money.  

6. We say when we pass the Budget in Parliament, the Budget is pro-poor and 

transformative. Can we please ensure that black companies, women owned 

companies, companies owned by young people, and people living with disabilities 

also benefit from this spend.  Let’s empower co-operatives. Let us give opportunities 

to SMME’s. Let us not be afraid to use black professionals, let us use architects, 

lawyers, town planners, accountants, you name them from these designated groups. 

We are not making them a favour. It is the policy of the government of the day. Why 

self- hate? Why if’s and but’s if you must give an opportunity to the victims of 

apartheid? But we should do all this following laws and policies set. No short cuts! 

 

The founding father of our democracy President Mandela had this to say about 

affirmative action: 

“It is an internationally recognized method of redressing past wrongs. To reject 

this mechanism is to accept the status quo and to ensure that the fruits of war, 

colonialism, racism, sexism and oppression continue to be nurtured in our 

society”. 

7. Having given them work, can we ensure that we pay our service providers within 

30 days. Our people don’t believe us anymore when we say they will be paid within 
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30 days. Why do we continue defying the President’s instructions? Why do we 

contribute in killing of these businesses? Why are we complicit in destroying jobs? 

Esteemed Commissioners, this we are not getting right and I would be listening to 

understand what exactly is the problem.  

 

What is painful ladies and gentlemen is that big companies get paid on time. It is the 

small companies that are not paid. In most cases it is because we know that they 

don’t have a financial muscle to litigate.  

 

It is not a revolutionary sounding phrase to say SMME’s are big economic drivers 

compared to big companies. This is supported by sound economic theory and 

evidence. SMME’s were at the heart of economic growth and employment creation 

for the Asian Tigers. SMME’s have higher marginal propensity to reinvest in the 

economy, thereby contributing to aggregate demand and GDP growth. 

8. We also urge you to please insist on localization and buying “proudly South 

African”. Why are we so comfortable by growing other people’s economies? Let 

that ring in our minds that whenever we import, we are growing other people’s 

economies, exporting much needed jobs and impoverishing our own people. You 

are the ones who can help revitalize our dying industries. You are the ones who can 

reignite economies of the small towns, using government’s buying power! 

 

When the President, His Excellency, Cyril Ramaphosa, tabled the economic 

reconstruction and recovery plan in Parliament he said the following about 

localization: “To place our economy on a new trajectory, we are going to support 

a massive growth in local production and make South African exports much more 

competitive”.  He continued to say, “South Africa currently imports around R1,1 

trillion of goods, excluding oil, each year. If we were to manufacture just 10% of 
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these goods locally, it is estimated that we could add 2 percentage points to our 

annual GDP”. That’s the powers we have in our hands.  

 

The point I am trying to stress is that the economic woes that we spoke about above, 

have a solution. We, as senior managers, have a tool already in our hands to change 

the situation. If we do the above correctly, efficiently and in a transparent manner, 

business and consumer confidence will improve, and crowd in much needed private 

sector investment. These are important elements of an economic inclusive growth 

equation, which is a necessary and sufficient condition for fighting inequality and 

poverty plaguing our society. We agree with Madiba that, 

“What counts in life is not the mere fact that we have lived. It is what difference 

we have made to the lives of others that will determine the significance of the life 

we lead”. So, we will be measured by what we do to change the lives of our people. 

I have read the Report of the Auditor General on COVID-19 procurement, and some 

of the things coming out there: The most important thing here is that this was real 

time auditing, not post facto. It allowed everyone to timeously intervene and nip the 

problems in the bud. Also, allowed swift justice by referring suspected illegality to 

a multi-agency Fusion Centre to pursue legal options. The following are the facts 

from the Report: 

1. As at 30 July 2020, the AG had audited only R68, 7 billion of the R147 billion set 

aside for COVID-19 intervention. So, there is no R500 billion that has been abused. 

2. The AG decries the fact that our control environment is comprised, therefore it 

must be strengthened. This allowed the abuse and corruption to take place. 

2. We are one government, but we work in silos.  This allowed double dipping, and 

claims by people who do not qualify, including some civil servants.  

3. Our IT systems are also not integrated.  Again, exposing our system to abuse by 

those who have nefarious intentions  
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4. Data lying in different areas of government, but not shared across government. 

5. Some applicants were unfairly rejected. 

6. Most worrying is the persistence of poor management controls previously 

reported, and which have not been effectively remedied. 

6. Poor record-keeping 

 

These are basics management issues, which must be corrected, otherwise they will   

continue to blemish work of government. Remember ladies and gentlemen, at the 

heart of service delivery and socio-economic transformation is a capable state. We 

cannot talk of a capable state when we still have these kindergarten problems.  

 

Also, we cannot talk of a capable state when we still cannot properly budget, and 

ensure that with the money we have, we deliver on our plans. One area that I think 

we need to invest in is Project management and contract writing and management. 

The paucity of these skills is demonstrated by: 

 

1. The perennial underspending on critical issues like public transport, education, 

NHI, eradication of latrine toilets, to mention but a few. 

2. How do we explain overspending of budgets by more than 100%! Kusile and 

Medupi are estimated to be R177 billion over budget. Whatever the reasons, this 

shows dearth of project management skills and lack of oversight.  

When we have dealt with these challenges, we can then stand on top of the 

mountains, and say indeed our state is capable. 
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Program director, Madame Nzimande, let me wish you well with this round table 

discussion. As I said, these types of conversations can only make us better. Let us 

continue doing good work, correct mistakes, and isolate those who dirty your good 

work. Most importantly do not be mute about the good work that the civil servants 

of South Africa are doing. 

 

 

 


