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Abstract: The measures taken by the governments of the sub-Saharan states, especially in Nigeria 

and South Africa, in a bid to curb the spread of the dreaded corona virus (COVID-19) are discussed in 

this article. It is submitted that measures such as social distancing and lockdown of businesses 

exacerbated the existing problem of unemployment in sub-Saharan countries. Accordingly, this article 

analyzes the adequacy of the relevant laws and policies that were adopted by the governments of 

selected sub-Saharan African countries, namely, Nigeria and South Africa in a bid to stimulate the 

economy and to reduce unemployment in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Nigeria and South 

Africa were selected because they are amongst the largest economies in sub-Saharan Africa. The 

authors argue that the governments of Nigeria and South Africa should adopt and enforce pragmatic 

policies that are backed by appropriate legislation to combat the huge unemployment rate which was 

worsened by the advent of COVID-19. The article highlights that the problem of unemployment in 

Nigeria and South Africa must be addressed through adequate review of the employment policies, 

finance policies, educational curriculum and other related policies. It further recommends the review 

of the empowerment and socio-economic policies of these countries in order to prevent restlessness, 

riots and poverty-related protests that are induced by massive unemployment of the youth, women 

and other marginalized persons in Nigeria and South Africa. 
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1. Introduction 

The novel coronavirus (COVID-19) was first discovered in Wuhan, China in 

December 2019 and became a global problem, infecting millions worldwide. 

COVID-19 pandemic is accompanied by devastating health and socio-economic 

after effects (Zhang, Hu & Ji, 2020, p. 1). Thus, the World Health Organization 

(WHO) officially declared COVID-19 outbreak as a global pandemic on 11 March, 

2020 (Zhang, Hu & Ji, 2020, pp. 1-7; Odigbo, Eze & Odigbo, 2020; Bessa, 2020). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has reverberated across economies and financial markets 

and has severely impacted the global economy and financial markets. Accordingly, 

this status quo has triggered a series of unprecedented government responses and 

intervention in Africa and elsewhere (Zarembaa, et al., 2020, p. 2). The COVID-19 

pandemic is a health crisis, a huge economic challenge and a societal catastrophe 

that has arguably posed the greatest economic threat to most countries globally 

(Baker & Judge 2020, p. 111; Dandara, Dzobo & Chirikure, 2020, pp.1-5; Dzobo, 

et al, 2020, pp. 1-10; Ex parte: van Heerden [2020] ZAMPMBHC, para 1). The 

policy responses adopted by different governments include workplace shutdown, 

social distancing, sanitization, restriction of people’s movement and banning of 

social gatherings. These measures helped to curb the spread of COVID-19 but they 

had a dramatic negative economic impact (Zarembaa, et al, 2020, p. 3). Lockdowns 

impose extremely high costs on business and individuals, Africa loses up to 2.5% 

of the gross domestic product (GDP) every month and firms are reported to be 

operating at only 43% of its capacity. This has culminated into massive 

unemployment rates in Nigeria and South Africa and other sub-Saharan African 

countries (United Nations (UN) Economic Commission for Africa, p. v). 

Moreover, due to multiple and deep various historical reasons, African countries, 

especially in Sub-Saharan Africa are very poor and have massive unemployment 

rates (Dandara, et al, 2020, p. 2). In addition, most Sub-Saharan African countries 

are characterized by poor infrastructure, low level of industrialization, high level of 

corruption and poverty. As such, the likely impact of COVID-19 on the Africa 

continent, especially in the sub-Sahara region has attracted emotional debates with 

some commentators such as Bauer who argued that sub-Saharan African countries 

will be overwhelmed by the COVID-19 pandemic were shocked that the Africa 

was the least affected in terms of the COVID-19 infections (Bauer, 2020; Dandara, 

et al, 2020, p. 2). The authors argue that, notwithstanding the relatively low 

COVID-19 infection rate in sub-Saharan Africa, countries in sub-Saharan Africa 

are likely to be adversely affected economically in comparison to other developed 

countries in regions such as Europe, Australia and North America.   
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The negative consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic mainly include mass 

unemployment, deteriorating health systems and poor economic growth. These 

negative consequences have had a huge impact in Sub-Saharan African countries, 

especially in Nigeria and South Africa that rely too much on China for their exports 

and GDP growth. For instance, Nigeria depend mainly on China for the export of 

its crude oil and other products (Ejiogu, Obiora & Ejiogu, 2020). Similarly, apart 

from the decline in the export of primary produce, industries such as tourism, 

entertainment and aviation have been grossly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Zhang, Hu & Ji, 2020, pp. 1-7). Thus, the public health crisis posed by COVID-19 

has culminated in economic disruption and severe recession in South Africa, 

Nigeria and many other Sub-Saharan African countries. Policy makers are 

currently facing difficult challenges regarding the support of small businesses and 

how to reduce the number of companies that will be forced into bankruptcy and/or 

retrenchments of employees due to COVID-19 (Baker and Judge, 2020, p. 108). 

Gondwe (2020), submits that COVID-19 will drag African economies into a fall of 

about 1.4% in GDP, with smaller economies facing contraction of up to 7.8%. The 

contraction is a function of export adjustments affecting primary commodity 

exporters and the consequent losses in tax revenue which reduces the capacity of 

government to extend public services necessary to respond to the crisis (Gondwe, 

2020). The COVID-19-related contraction in the economy translates to huge job 

losses and unemployment. The unemployment problem in Sub-Saharan Africa may 

however be understated because of most of the persons are undocumented and not 

captured by the official statistics (Golub & Hayat, 2014, p.1-3). On the other hand, 

underemployment occurs when a person does not work full time or takes a job that 

does not reflect their actual training and financial needs. Underemployment occurs 

when a person has a job that does not utilise his or her full capabilities, skills and 

education (National Bureau of Statistics (NBS), 2020, p. 9; Nunley, Pugh, Romero 

& Seals, 2017, pp. 643-645, Henney, 2020; Akuthson, Messiah & Araf, 2018; 

Golub & Hayat, 2014, pp. 3-6). Unemployment may also occur when a person is 

actively looking for a job without getting hired, and as a result, the affected person 

may be unemployed for an extended period (Nunley, Pugh, Romero & Seals, 2017, 

pp. 643-644; Todaro, 2000). Notably, underemployment challenges were 

exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic in South Africa and Nigeria. 

The article explores the sub-Saharan unemployment problem from the context of 

using the relevant law and policies to regulate unemployment so as to control the 

factors that create or magnify unemployment such as employment policies, finance 

policies, educational curriculum and other related policies. Additionally, the article 
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affirms that post-COVID-19 employment market will be different from the pre-

COVID-19 market since most businesses will be substantially done virtually. 

Therefore, there is a need for the relevant governments of Nigeria and South Africa 

to adopt appropriate policies that will curb the effects of unemployment and 

underemployment during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. It is submitted that as 

opportunities are shrinking in the conventional sectors of the economy, by contrast 

opportunities are opening up in computing, internet programming, technological 

businesses and online sales. The inability of most people in sub-Saharan African 

countries to avail themselves to these opportunities may not be unconnected with 

the emphasis of the educational system that was titled towards liberal arts rather 

than Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) in Nigeria and 

South Africa. 

In the light of the above, the article discusses the legislation, rules, regulations and 

policies that are employed to combat post-COVID-19 unemployment in sub-

Saharan Africa by particularly focusing on the case studies of Nigeria and South 

Africa. These countries were chosen for three main reasons. Firstly, these two 

countries are among the biggest economies in sub-Saharan Africa. Secondly, 

Nigeria and South Africa have national constitutions that were adopted almost 

within the same period, in 1999 and 1996 respectively. Lastly, South Africa and 

Nigeria experience similar civil and socio-political activities such as the inhumane 

apartheid that occurred in South Africa till 1994 while Nigeria had an extended 

period of military aberration until the adoption of the current Nigerian constitution 

of 1999. 

 

2. Brief Literature Review 

The COVID-19 pandemic is a complex biological, sanitary and economic disaster 

that has negatively impacted the entire world (Jayaram, et al, 2020). There is a 

relatively rich literature on the clinical and epidemiological aspects of COVID-19 

pandemic (McQuoid-Mason, 2020; Moodley & Obasa, 2020; Johns Hopkins 

University, 2020; Gralinski & Menachery, 2020; World Health Organization; 

2020; Li, Guan, Wu, Wang, et al, 2020; Al-qaness, Ewees, Fan & Aziz, 2020; 

Igwe, 2020). Similarly, scholars have started investigating the economic impact of 

the pandemic. Some scholars have explored the impact of COVID-19 on the 

global, continental and regional economies (Arndt, et al, 2020; McKibbin & 

Fernando, 2020; Ozili & Arun, 2020; Akanni & Gabriel, 2020; Onali, 2020; Ndedi, 
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2020; John, 2020). Notably, these scholars focused on the impact of COVID-19 on 

the various aspects of the economy such as the stock market, debt servicing, food 

prices, cryptocurrency and inflation, unemployment. 

As indicated above, the initial phase of the COVID-19 pandemic was about the 

clinical and epidemiological aspects. However, there is now a shift towards the 

effects of COVID-19 on the economy (Lone and Ahmad 2020, p. 1304). It is 

submitted that the negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic will be more 

severe, particularly on sub-Saharan African countries’ economies because these 

countries rely mostly on developed countries for aids, trade and foreign direct 

investment (FDI). Most of these countries, especially South Africa and Nigeria 

depend more on China for their exports and these exports were severely restricted 

by the COVID-19 pandemic. Some economists had initially predicated that 

Africa’s growth in 2020 will increase at 3.9%, but this is likely to drop to between 

0.4 to −3.9% due to the effects of COVID-19 (African Development Bank Group, 

2020; Jayaram, et al, 2020; Lone and Ahmad, 2020, p. 1304; Center for Global 

Development). The World Bank’s Chief Economist for Africa, Albert Zeufack 

stated that economic growth in Sub-Saharan Africa may fall to between −2% and 

−5% in comparison to 2.4% in 2019, with a risk of sliding further into an economic 

recession (Deutsche Welle-Africa, 2020). It was further stated that Nigeria, South 

Africa and Angola make up 60 percent of the GDP of sub-Saharan Africa economy 

but they were almost reaching recession due to COVID-19-related economic 

challenges (Deutsche Welle-Africa, 2020). Zeufack and Jayaram, et al, 2020, 

focused on the economic growth and recession that is certain to beset sub-Saharan 

African countries. Nonetheless, they did not adequately focus on the effects of the 

COVID-19 pandemic on jobs and possible unemployment. Lone and Ahmad 

(2020, p. 1304), stated that COVID-19 related factors have affected the sub-Sahara 

Africa countries’ economies in various negative ways. Firstly, the reduction of 

importation of Chinese goods by African countries to the level that it will increase 

the prices of local commodities due to the operation of the natural market forces of 

demand and supply. Secondly, travel bans, border closures, social distancing and 

lockdowns reduces the demand for oil. This affects the economies of some African 

oil-producing countries such as Nigeria, Angola, Algeria and Ghana which are 

dependent upon crude oil pricing, which has sadly been negatively affected by the 

COVID-19 pandemic (McKenzie, 2020; African Union, 2020). Thirdly, the mining 

sector is a major industry in Africa and some sub-Saharan African countries such 

as Zimbabwe, Zambia and South Africa, which derive a substantial amount of their 

earnings from the extractive mining industry. Travel restrictions and shutdowns 
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have resulted in decreasing demand for the produce of the extractive mining 

industries such as platinum and iron ore (McKenzie, 2020). In South Africa, the 

mining industry alone employs almost half a million workers, with thousands of 

those employees working underground. This suggests that the mining work 

environment is more exposed to the COVID-19 pandemic and can become a 

catalyst for spreading COVID-19 in South Africa (Mining Review Africa, 2020). 

Thus, on the other hand, unemployment and retrenchments in the mining sector 

have been worsened by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. Fourthly, COVID-19 

induced lockdowns, border closures and the rigid compliance with the COVID-19 

protocols have somewhat negatively affected the economies of countries such as 

Nigeria, South Africa, Ethiopia, Kenya and many other countries in sub-Saharan 

Africa, owing to huge losses in FDI and the tourism sector (McKenzie, 2020; 

African Union, 2020). Thus, the poor growth of the tourism industry in most sub-

Saharan African countries due to COVID-19 related reasons translate to the 

redundancy of most employees in the tourist industry. Fifthly, the FDI has reduced 

significantly through disinvestment, delays and/or cancellation of several projects 

across Africa. This status quo has magnified the unemployment problem in the 

sub-Saharan African countries such as Nigeria and South Africa, which were 

already suffering from a high rate of unemployment prior to the advent of COVID-

19 (Ward, 2020, p. 3; African Union, 2020; Lone & Ahmad, 2020). Sixthly, the 

flow of aid and assistance projects have reduced significantly since the donor 

countries are equally struggling with overcoming the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

authors concur with the above submissions. The authors further suggest that the 

expected poor performance of the economy due to COVID-19 related factors will 

in turn impact negatively on service delivery and exacerbate an already bad 

unemployment situation in sub-Saharan Africa.   

Africa is likely to experience around 20 million job losses because of COVID-19. 

As a result, thus, governments of the various African countries are under extreme 

pressure to create a master plan to deal with the consequences of the COVID-19 

pandemic (Lone and Ahmad 2020, p. 1304; Africa Union, 2020). The authors 

argue that the COVID-19-induced lockdowns have caused high unemployment 

rates which may lead to social unrest and increase in crime rates in many countries 

in sub-Saharan Africa, especially in those countries that had underlying social 

problems such as racial inequality and violent sectarian violence like South Africa 

and Nigeria.  The recent ENDSARS protest that commenced on 8 October 2020 in 

Nigeria was not unconnected with the growing unemployment, poor service 

delivery and corruption. ENDSARS protest is a potent mix of social media 
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campaign and street protests in several Nigerian cities against police brutality and 

bad governance which started on the (BBC, 2020).   

 

3. Methodology 

No empirical research methods are employed in this article. However, a doctrinal 

and qualitative research method is employed in this article. Consequently, the 

relevant Nigerian and South African statutes, rules, regulations that were adopted 

to curb the effects of COVID-19 such as health crises, socio-economic challenges 

and unemployment are discussed.  

 

4. Overview Analysis of the Nigerian and South African Responses to 

COVID-19 

In the light of the above, the article discusses the relevant statutes, rules, 

regulations and/or policies that were employed in the sub-Saharan African 

countries of Nigeria and South Africa in a bid to reduce unemployment and other 

related negative effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

4.1. The Nigerian Response to COVID-19 

The first case of COVID-19 was first identified in Nigeria on 27th February 2020 

(Lone and Ahmad, 2020 p. 1300; Ifijeh and Yusuf, 2020). Prior to the COVID-19 

pandemic, Nigeria’s unemployment and underemployment rates were already high 

because it was pegged at 23.1% and 28.6% respectively. However, COVID-19 has 

increased the unemployment and underemployment rate to 27.1% and 28.6% rates 

respectively (NBS, 2020, p. 2). Moreover, remittances are important for the 

Nigerian economy. The Nigerian remittances is larger than both FDI and official 

development assistance (World Bank, 2020a, p. 5; World Bank, 2020b, p. 31). The 

authors submit that the current reduction in remittances is most likely caused by the 

contraction of the global and the migrant’s host country’s economy. Therefore, 

some of the migrants lost their jobs due to COVID-19. Similarly, World Bank 

(2020a, p.5) maintained that apart from the pandemic, agriculture in Nigeria is 

vulnerable to the effects of agro-climatic change which exacerbates the problem of 

unemployment.   



ISSN: 1844-8062                                                                                       JURIDICA 

 43 

In a bid to combat the spread of COVID-19, the Nigerian President Buhari 

assumed emergency powers under the Quarantine Act, 1926 (Quarantine Act). 

Section 4 of the Quarantine Act gives the president sweeping powers towards 

“preventing the introduction into and spread in Nigeria, and the transmission from 

Nigeria, of dangerous infectious diseases” and to make regulations in respect 

thereof. Thus, President Buhari in pursuance of the Quarantine Act issued series of 

regulations, such as COVID-19 Regulations, 2020 which declared COVID-19 a 

“dangerous infectious disease” and made lockdown orders in the affected states. 

These regulations also prohibit inter and intra state movements in the affected areas 

for an extended period. The lockdown seems effective because Nigeria infection 

rate is lower than the African average rate, especially in comparison to its large 

population (Mennechet & Dzomo, 2020; Osseni, 2020).   

In order to stimulate the economy and curb unemployment, the Nigerian House of 

Representatives initiated and passed an Emergency Economic Input (Stimulus) Bill 

of 2020 (Stimulus Bill), which provide for the following. Firstly, the Stimulus Bill 

provides temporary monetary relief for companies and individuals. Secondly, the 

Stimulus Bill provides protection of the employment status of Nigerians that were 

affected by the economic adversity of the COVID-19. Thirdly, the Stimulus Bill 

provides a moratorium for the repayment of mortgage obligations for individuals. 

Fourthly, the Stimulus Bill caters for the overall well-being of Nigerians in relation 

to the COVID-19. Nevertheless, this bill is yet to be passed by the Senate and as 

such, it currently has no legal effect. Even if the bill is eventually passed by the 

Nigerian senate, it may only curb job losses in the formal sector because it contains 

no provisions that applies to the informal sector where the poor and most 

vulnerable are adversely affected by the COVID-19 (Moti & Vambe, 2020, p. 528). 

Thus, the Stimulus Bill does not combat job losses and unemployment in the 

Nigerian informal sector. 

The President Buhari also presided over an Amendment to the 2020 budget in May 

2020. The amended budget is aimed at reprioritizing expenditure to ensure that 

funds are directed towards providing stimulus to the economy (Budget Office of 

the Federation, 2020a). The amended 2020 budget includes a fiscal stimulus of 

₦500bn designated as a COVID-19 Intervention Fund aimed at upgrading 

healthcare facilities, supporting state government interventions, financing public 

works projects and funding social interventions. The Central Bank of Nigeria 

(CBN) has also reduced the lending interest rate from 9 percent to 5 percent for the 

year starting from 1st March 2020 and established a ₦50bn credit facility targeted 
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at households and small and medium-sized enterprises that were affected by the 

COVID-19 pandemic (CBN, 2020a). The CBN also introduced a ₦100bn credit 

intervention targeted at the indigenous pharmaceutical companies and businesses in 

the health value chain with a view to enabling them expand capacity to meet 

potential increased demand for healthcare products and services (CBN, 2020b). 

The monetary policy response also included the devaluation of the Nigerian Naira 

(Ejiogu, et al. 2020, p. 528). Furthermore, the Nigerian Private Sector Coalition 

against COVID-19, a public/private-sector initiative organized under CBN’s 

direction, mobilizes private-sector resources to support government’s response to 

the COVID-19 crisis by raising funds and materials (Jayaram, et al, 2020, p. 12). 

The administration of the COVID-19 initiatives, especially the distribution of 

palliative to the vulnerable was however marred by lack of transparency and 

corruption (Beratazegui, 2020; Ndegwa, 2020). The looting of COVID-19 

palliatives that were given to the different state governments for the distribution to 

the vulnerable and the poor by the private sector during the ENDSARS protest is a 

case in point (Obiezu, 2020). The various state governments hoarded the palliatives 

as if the states governments probably intended to use the COVID-19 palliatives for 

political purposes. The different states governments probably intended to distribute 

the COVID-19 palliatives during the upcoming local government elections. The 

monetary and material palliatives that were meant for distribution to the vulnerable 

were corruptly looted and stolen in most Nigerian states (Eranga, 2020). 

 

4.2. The South African Response to COVID-19 

On the 23 of March 2020, President Cyril Ramaphosa announced a nation-wide 

lockdown in order to curb the spread of the COVID-19 epidemic in South Africa. 

President Ramaphosa invoked sections 3 and 27(2) of the Disaster Management 

Act 57 of 2002 (Disaster Act) and declared a national state of disaster in South 

Africa. In addition, social distancing measures, the use of facemask, isolation of 

individuals infected with COVID-19 and quarantining of those who may have been 

exposed to or were in contact with an infected person were also enforced in South 

Africa. In spite of these precautionary measures, South Africa has the highest 

number of COVID-19 related deaths and infections in Africa (Mukumbang, Ambe 

& Adebiyi, 2020, pp. 2-3). 

The lockdown of businesses, schools, universities and social distancing have put 

extreme pressure on the livelihood and all jobs related to face-to-face gatherings in 

South Africa. The prohibition of gatherings of more than 100 people at a time in 
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South Africa has negatively affected travel-related businesses, airlines, road and 

rail transport companies, events managers, performers, hotels, caterers, and 

commercial drivers such as Uber drivers (Naudé & Cameron, 2020, p. 25). At the 

end of 2019, South Africa’s official unemployment rate was 29.1% but it rose to 

36.85% in 2020 (Mukumbang, et al, 2020, p. 22). Furthermore, South African 

savings rates have been particularly low over the last decade partly due to the 

contracted economy, over-dependence on credit and poor service delivery ramping 

up supplementary costs for safety, health, and education (Naudé & Cameron, 2020, 

p. 28). These and other related factors have made it more difficult for the 

government, trade unions and relevant persons in South Africa to manage COVID-

19 induced unemployment, retrenchments and underemployment.  

Naudé and Cameron (2020, p. 29) argue that the COVID-19 related wide scale loss 

of income and jobs which give rise to poverty and higher levels of unemployment. 

Unemployment will lead to the disposal of movable and immovable property of 

affected persons, in order to meet the immediate needs of such persons. The 

liquidation and bankruptcy of many businesses due to the onslaught of COVID-19 

has culminated in unemployment and a subsequent reduction in tax revenue in 

South Africa (see also Morrison and Saavedra, 2020, p. 127). The aforementioned 

negative consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic have led to more job losses, 

retrenchments and contraction of the South African economy. It is noteworthy that 

the current high debt profile and rising unemployment is worsened by the COVID-

19 pandemic in South Africa (Bhorat, et al, 2020). Thus, creating jobs and 

combating both unemployment and underemployment is one of the most 

significant challenges for post-COVID-19 recovery in South Africa (Naudé & 

Cameron, 2020, p.13). Naude (2020) argues that with rising unemployment, the 

consumption expenditure will decline and households and firms will increase 

savings to rebuild depreciated assets, and government investment spending will be 

diverted to more short-term needs. The significance of the demand-side shock in 

the case of South Africa is particularly evident from the continuous decline in the 

country’s imports and a drop in domestic demand (Naudé and Cameron 2020, p. 

14). The demand contraction is likely to exceed the supply-side shock and create 

job losses and underemployment challenges in South Africa (Eichenbaum, et al, 

2020; Andersen, et al, 2020). The South African government is fiscally constrained 

and this makes it a tall order for government-related export growth measures to 

stimulate economic recovery in South Africa. Put differently, the growth of export 

oriented market seems unrealistic given the current shrinking attribute of the world 

economy (Naudé & Cameron 2020).   
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To reduce the impact of the COVID pandemic, the South African government has 

put in place several economic stimuli and social assistance programmes to create 

more employment on one hand and to alleviate the sufferings of the unemployed 

on the other hand.  The South African Reserve Bank (SARB) lowered the 

repurchase rate to 3.5% from 3.75% in a bid to promote lending by commercial 

banks and to bring down borrowing costs in the domestic market (Trading 

Economics, 2020). Similarly, workers with an income below a certain threshold are 

receiving a small tax subsidy for four months and the most vulnerable families are 

receiving temporarily higher social grants for six months in South Africa. A new 

six-month COVID-19 grant of 350 South African rand per month is given to 

unemployed workers that were not receiving any grants or unemployment benefits. 

Moreover, food parcels were distributed to the poor and the vulnerable in South 

Africa (South African Institute of Race Relations, 2020). Funds are also made 

available to assist small and middle enterprises (SMEs) that are under stress, 

mainly in the tourism and hospitality sectors and small-scale farmers. South 

Africa’s entire social and economic support package is worth 500 billion South 

African rand or 30 billion United States (US) dollars which is equivalent to ten per 

cent of its GDP (South African Institute of Race Relations, 2020). However, these 

support measures may not adequately help those that rely on the informal sectors 

because of the strict formalization requirements that a lot of informal businesses 

are unable to comply with in South Africa. For instance, the Spaza Relief Fund for 

small retail businesses for stock purchases will only be accessible to stores that are 

registered with Companies and Intellectual Property Commission, the tax revenue 

office and the unemployed insurance fund (South African Institute of Race 

Relations, 2020, pp. 29-30).  

South Africa’s private sector coalition-Business Unity-SA is coordinating large-

scale private-sector involvement in addressing both the health and economic 

aspects of the COVID-19 pandemic. Individual companies across all sectors have 

been helping the South African government in arresting the COVID-19 menace 

and curbing unemployment (South African Institute of Race Relations, 2020). For 

instance, beverage producers are switching production lines to hand sanitizer and 

apparel manufacturers are producing face masks and hospital robes (South African 

Institute of Race Relations, 2020). Many companies have also made monetary 

contributions to solidarity funds for the most vulnerable and those worst affected 

by the COVID-19 pandemic imposed lockdown in South Africa (Jayaram, et al, 

2020, p 12). Mismanagement and corruption in the allocation and handling of 

COVID-19 relief funding is also evident in South Africa. For instance, over 600 
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corruption cases involving the COVID-19 relief grant is currently being 

investigated in South Africa (Naudé & Cameron 2020, p. 14; Myburgh, 2020).  

Despite these commendable efforts, the policy makers did not provide any specific 

COVID-19 provisions under the Labour Relations Act 66 of 1995 as amended 

(LRA), the Employment Equity Act 55 of 1998 as amended (EEA) and the Basic 

Conditions of Employment Act 75 of 1997 as amended (BCEA), to curb 

unemployment, retrenchments and underemployment challenges in South Africa. 

 

5. The Adequacy of Nigerian and South African Responses to the 

Covid-19 Pandemic 

The governments of Nigeria and South Africa have adopted similar measures, 

programmes, rules, regulations and policies to prevent the spread of COVID-19 as 

well as to provide relief to the affected persons and to stimulate economic 

recovery. Such measures include, inter alia, lockdown of businesses, schools, 

universities, social distancing, COVID-19 testing, quarantining those exposed to 

the COVID-19, closure of borders and ports of entry and banning of all social 

gatherings. Both Nigeria and South Africa adopted some measures to reduce the 

interest rates and provide some stimulus packages to kick start economic recovery 

and curb further job losses in all sectors of their respective economies. Nigeria and 

South Africa were also granted International Monetary Fund (IMF) loans of 

US$3.4 and US$4.3 billion respectively, as emergency support to address the 

problems created by the COVID-19 pandemic (IMF, 2020). Nevertheless, the 

COVID-19 related policies, rules and regulations, especially the total lockdowns 

adopted in both Nigeria and South Africa were rigidly enforced without due 

consideration of the possible negative effects which they could have on their 

respective economies. Moreover, the management of the COVID-19 related fund in 

Nigeria and South Africa is marred by corruption (Naudé & Cameron 2020; 

Myburgh, 2020; Eranga, 2020; Beratazegui, 2020; Ndegwa, 2020). Although, it 

may be too early to ascertain the effectiveness of the policies enunciated above in 

reducing poverty, total economic collapse and unemployment in Nigeria and South 

Africa, such policies will fail unless corruption is completely eradicated.  

The adopted COVID-19 policies, rules, laws, protocols and/or regulations have so 

far failed to prevent job losses and underemployment challenges in Nigeria and 

South Africa. The Nigerian government created a fine national policy on COVID-

19 science-based education but it is not effectively enforced by the relevant persons 
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(National Policy on Education, 2014; Okoroma, 2006; Akpan, 2010; Osam, 2016). 

Similarly, in South Africa, the Reconstruction and Development Programme 

(RDP) was adopted in 1994, in an attempt to balance the contradictory pressures of 

equality and economic development (Fataar, 2008, p. 99). However, Growth, 

Employment and Redistribution Strategy (GEAR) was adopted to replace the RDP 

in 1996. GEAR showed a clear preference for a growth-first strategy in which 

redress for past social injustice during the apartheid era was the priority (Fataar, 

2008, p. 99; Spreen & Vally, 2006). However, this is gradually being replaced by 

emphasizing more on Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 

(STEM), multiple technologies (process technologies, manufacturing technologies, 

agri-technologies and biotechnologies (Ankiewicz, 2021, pp. 939-963; White Paper 

on Education, 1995; Chisholm, et al, 2000). However, the transition is bedeviled 

by the dearth of qualified personnel to anchor the programme as well as 

pedagogical and logistical challenges (Ankiewicz, 2021, pp. 939-963). None of 

these policies were relevant and/or effectively employed to curb COVID-19 and all 

its possible negative effects in South Africa. The South African government and its 

policy have so far failed to adopt viable COVID-19 policies and/or related 

measures to curb unemployment, health challenges and socio-economic challenges 

that are associated with COVID-19 in South Africa. 

The Nigerian federal government failed to recognize high population growth as a 

problem until the 1980s, when the price of crude oil in the international market fell, 

thus the first population policy aimed at reducing population was made in 1988 

(Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1988; Michael and Odeyemi, 2017, p. 104). 

However, the policy has not been effective due to many reasons, such as, religious 

reasons, the lack of political will on the part of the government to provide 

incentives for having smaller families and providing enough resources to procure 

birth control devices (Michael & Odeyemi, 2017). It is imperative to state that this 

rapid population growth has affected the capacity of Nigeria to provide 

employment opportunities to all eligible persons. This status quo is now worsened 

by COVID-19 pandemic. Nigeria’s population is estimated at over 200 million 

with an annual growth rate of +2.5% and a total fertility rate of 5.4 live births per 

woman (NBS, 2020). In contrast, South Africa has a population of about 59 million 

with an annual growth rate of +1.28% and a total fertility rate of 2.4 live births per 

woman as against the global rate of 2.37 per woman (Worldometer, 2020; 

UNICEF, 2019). The lower growth rate of population in South Africa may be 

connected with a more commitment stance to the population policy and the 

legalization of abortion through the enactment of the Choice on Termination of 
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Pregnancy Act 92 of 1996. Thus, South Africa is more successful at population 

reduction through family planning than Nigeria. It is submitted that both Nigeria 

and South Africa should adopt adequate policies and relevant measures that are 

effectively and pragmatically enforced to revive their economies and create jobs 

for all eligible persons during and after the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

6. Concluding Remarks  

As indicated above, various approaches and measures taken by the governments of 

two sub-Saharan African countries of Nigeria and South Africa to curb the spread 

of the dreaded COVID-19 and its detrimental effects on the economy, particularly, 

unemployment and underemployment were discussed. The article also analysed the 

adequacy of the laws, rules, regulations and policies that were adopted to curb 

COVID-19 and its effects on the economy, unemployment, underemployment and 

under other related challenges in South Africa and Nigeria. It was noted the 

COVID-19 response of Nigeria and South Africa is marred by corruption and the 

adoption of flawed policies that are rigidly enforced in these two countries. Given 

this background, it is submitted that both Nigeria and South Africa should carefully 

adopt adequate policies to ameliorate the negative effects of COVID-19 on the 

economy and health systems. Such policies should also deal with the challenges of 

unemployment and underemployment that have been exacerbated by the COVID-

19 in Nigeria and South Africa.  

Both South Africa and Nigeria should take objective and pragmatic measures that 

are effectively enforced to curb corruption, nepotism, fraud and other crimes that 

have negatively affected the proper administration of COVID-19 relief aid and 

palliatives for the poor and vulnerable persons. Thus, Nigeria and South Africa 

should embark on a vigorous enforcement of their anti-corruption laws to deter and 

punish those that are stealing COVID-19 relief aid. Nigeria and South Africa 

should reconsider amending their labour laws and policies to ensure that the youth 

are considered and provided with employment, relevant training, cash incentives, 

internships and apprenticeships as a way of combating unemployment rates which 

have been worsened by the COVID-19 pandemic. Adequate social protection 

programmes must be provided to all those affected by the COVID-19 pandemic in 

Nigeria and South Africa. Lastly, Nigeria and South Africa should amend their 

COVID-19 economic and socio-economic recovery policies to ensure that they are 

applicable to both the formal and informal sectors of their respective economies.   
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