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Mr. President 
 

Inputs regarding the readiness of the stainless steel sector for re-opening of the industry. 
 
As requested in your address to the nation on the 23rd of April 2020, herewith our response to the state of 
our industry regarding the re-opening of industry. 

 
Introduction: 
 

This document seeks to present the Minister and the Department of Trade and Industry with the necessary 
information regarding the ability of the stainless steel industry and value chain to operate with a low level 
of infection risk during the Covid-19 pandemic. This document is compiled on behalf of the stainless steel 
industry by Southern African Stainless Steel Development Association (SASSDA). 
SASSDA represents around 400 members across the value chain of the stainless steel industry. This value 
chain includes a large primary producer of stainless steel, and extensive distribution/service centre 
network, and converters/manufacturers. All sectors within the value chain are represented in the 
structures of the association, and hence SASSDA can compile a comprehensive application on behalf of our 
members, and industry sector in general.  
As far is possible Sassda has attempted to frame the response in terms of the governments risk adjusted 
strategy for economic activity. It is our hope that this will allow for easy evaluation against the criteria the 
government has laid down for the gradual opening of the economy. 
It is critical to note that the stainless steel sub sector of the metals industry has some key differentiators 
to the general metals industry. Stainless steel by its nature is resistant to corrosion and contamination. It 
is therefore a specified material in several essential service industries including medical equipment, food 
& agri processing, pharmaceutical manufacture, water treatment, power stations (including nuclear), 
chemical manufacture, petroleum refineries, and pulp and paper manufacture. Most of these industries 
cannot operate for any length of time without access to the stainless steel equipment and materials 
necessary to their processes. 
 
1. Criteria for return to activity: 

1. Economic Value at Risk 

• Sectorial contribution to GDP – The stainless steel value chain covers both the manufacturing 
and wholesale sectors. These combined contribute 19% of GDP.  

• Employment: The manufacturing and wholesale sectors contribute 18.2% of employment.  

• Export earnings: Sassda would classify the sub-sector’s export earnings as medium/high. The 
primary producer exports between 70% - 75% of its production. Manufactured goods and 
components represent between 25% – 35% exports. 
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• Prevalence of SME’s & informal sector: This varies across the value chain. Our estimation is a 
Medium/High level.  

• Linkages to rest of economy: This is at a very high level.  

• Is it an enabling industry: This is at a very high level. Many of the essential service industries 
are not able to operate for any length of time without access to stainless steel equipment, 
components, and raw materials. In addition, many other industries such as sectors of 
construction, mineral processing, waste disposal/management are reliant on stainless steel. 

2. Transmission Risks: 
Below is a replication of the risk of transmission matrix. We have divided our value chain into three 
main categories and evaluated them against the matrix. These categories are: Primary Producer, 
Distribution & Service Centres, Converters/Manufacturers. 

 
 

 Primary Producer Distribution & 
Service Centres 

Converters/ 
Manufacturers 

% of employees can work 
remotely 

1 0 1 

% of employees that is older 
than 50 

1 1 1 

% of workforce in geographies 
with high transmission 

0 2 2 

Ability to enforce social 
distancing of 2m at work 

0 0 0 

Ability to provide masks to all 
employees 

0 0 0 

Ability to screen all employees 0 1 1 
Ability to isolate all ill 
employees 

0 0 0 

% of employees who use public 
transport 

0 1 2 

% of employees who must 
cross provincial boarder to 
start work 

0 0 0 

SCORE 2 5 7 

 
Notes to the above table: 

• The primary producer (Columbus Stainless Steel) is in Middleburg Mpumalanga which has a low 
rate of transmission.  

• All three parts of the value chain share certain common factors: 
o Operations are predominantly in large factories/warehouses where there is at least 10 – 15 

square meters per employee.  
o There is a low percentage of office based staff, most of whom can work from home. 
o Facilities to isolate ill employees can be established quickly if they are not already in place.  
o Access control for employees and visitors is already well established.  
o In many cases the employer can assist with transport in order to minimise the use of public 

transport.  
o A substantial level of operations can be achieved with as little as 30% of staff returning to 

work.  
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3. Economic Stress: 

• Not presently operating: The primary producer is not operating. It will take several days to 
start-up and commission the plant and begin production. Distributors/Service Centres are 
operating at less than 5% to service only essential services on a case-by-case basis. Most 
manufacturers/converters are operating only where essential service customers require them 
to.  

• Facing Imminent Retrenchment: All sectors in the supply chain have implemented various 
programs to reduce salaries and wages while businesses stand idle. This is an attempt to 
survive the short term and these measures will not be enough if business cannot resume in the 
very near term. The next stage will be retrenchments on a mass scale.  

• Facing Imminent Closure: This is a very real possibility. Some of the larger distributors will be 
forced to close branches, while the smaller distributors and manufacturers will face complete 
closure. The primary producer as part of large international group will have to prove its value 
to the group in order to secure its longer-term survival.  

• Facing permanent and irrecoverable damage: The sector is highly capital intensive. Losses 
currently incurred are rapidly eroding working capital which is not likely to be replaceable. This 
will result in the permanent loss of capacity and hamper the enabling role the industry plays 
for a great many other sectors.  

• Jobs at stake: Yes. Imminent job losses.  

2. Considerations for first phase of easing: 
 

Consideration Description Conclusion 

Low risk of 
transmission 

Very high degree of social distancing, High readiness 
for screening, and low percentage of work force 
required to return 

Low risk 
coupled with 
high levels of 
control 

Regulated and 
Organised 

Majority of the sector is unionised. The industry 
association has a high level of participation and has 
been in operation since 1964. Companies in the value 
chain generally have high compliance with health and 
safety standards and have the necessary structures 
and staff to make necessary enhancements. 

Well-
regulated 
and 
organised. 

Localised/ Low 
Movement of 
people 

Very little cross provincial boarder movement will be 
required. Primary producer is in low transmission 
area. Many companies can assist workforce with 
transport.  

High 
compliance 
with this 
requirement 

Enabling of other 
sectors and 
essential services 

The stainless steel industry enables all vast aspects of 
the manufacturing sector and especially supports 
essential services such as food production, 
pharmaceutical production, water treatment, 
chemical manufacture, petroleum refining, power 
generation.  

Very high 
enabling role 
in the 
economy. 
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3. Conclusion: 
The stainless steel value chain represents high economic value that is at risk, is able to offer very low risk 
of transmission, and is in severe economic stress. The risk adjusted strategy matrix demonstrates that the 
industry can operate at very low risk (scores ranging from 2 – 7) and will at the same time provide significant 
support to other sectors of the economy, especially essential services.  
 
The impact of returning to work at level 4 of the lockdown will be very significant and will go a long way to 
ensuring the survival of the key enabling industry. With the initial return of approximately30% of the work 
force, a significant level of productive capacity can be achieved. Further, most of the work force that will 
return are at the lower end of the salary scale, who are the most vulnerable to economic hardship as well 
as infection. By returning to work we help to secure their incomes as well as offer better opportunity for 
screening of the employees in the workplace. This will help the nation and government with the fight 
against infection.  
 
The lead times associated with production of stainless steel, importing of products that are not locally 
manufactured, and the manufacture of locally produced stainless steel products are long (several weeks). 
If the industry is not allowed to commence operations, there is a very real risk of critical shortages of 
stainless steel materials needed to support manufacturing, and many other essential service industries.  
 
The limited but immediate return to work will ensure that enough revenue is generated in the supply chain 
to avoid the worst economic impacts. Further, there are many SMME’s further down the supply chain that 
is completely dependants on producers, and distributors for their existence. Supporting the stainless steel 
supply chain will help thousands of SMME’s who have very little capacity to survive the economic crisis.  
 
As an industry we trust that this document will successfully motivate our industry being allowed to return 
to work at level 4 of the lockdown alert system. This will be a partial return to work of 30% of the workforce 
under strict operating protocols.  
 
 
 
Yours sincerely 

 

 
 
Michel Basson 
Acting Executive Director 
Southern Africa Stainless Steel Development Association 
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Addendum: Specific clauses in the government document used as reference 
 

Clause No Comments 

A1 Stainless steel value chain provides significant enabling and supporting role to agriculture and 
food production 

B2 Stainless steel value chain provides essential materials and equipment to the electricity and 
water treatment industries 

C1 – C9 Stainless steel value chain provides essential materials and products to all areas of 
manufacturing. The supply chain includes a number of key manufacturers that support other 
industries that are allowed to operate at level 4 (e.g. mining, automotive) 

D1 & D5 Stainless steel value chain provides materials necessary for civil engineering in power and 
water and sanitation. Also supports essential maintenance work 
 

K 3 – K5 Stainless steel value chain directly supports mining activity at all levels of production with 
essential materials for operation and maintenance. 

M1 – M2 Stainless steel value chain is a critical component of most manufacturing supply chains (e.g. 
food production, medical equipment, power generation). 

  

 


