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The week in perspective: COVID-19 infections in SA on a rapid ascent  

The exponential rise in domestic COVID-19 cases continued last week. As of yesterday, the 

seven-day rolling average of new cases rose above 10 000, up by more than 400% from 

the 1 975 cases recorded a week earlier. Almost a quarter of COVID-19 tests return a 

positive result versus just below 10% a week ago. As illustrated in the chart, since 

infections started picking up again, the rate of increase is more severe than the previous 

three waves. This supports early research that the Omicron variant is more transmissible 

than earlier variants.  

Gauteng continues to be the epicentre of new local infections, with the province responsible 

for more than 70% of total new daily 

cases. However, all provinces are 

seeing a resurgence. For example, 

more than 1 000 new cases were 

reported in the Western Cape on 

Saturday. From a low level, 

hospitalisations have increased 

sharply in Gauteng, but at this stage, 

there are no reports of the health 

sector being overwhelmed. This 

could change in coming weeks as 

hospitalisations lag infections. For now, except perhaps reducing the limit on gatherings, 

there does not seem to be a compelling case for tighter lockdown restrictions. However, as 

always, the situation is fluid. With President Cyril Ramaphosa on a state visit to West Africa 

last week, the Coronavirus Command Council will only meet later this week to discuss the 

latest virus developments. The President is likely to address the nation on Sunday. Besides 

pronouncing on lockdown restrictions, Ramaphosa may provide further details on a 

possible vaccine mandate for accessing certain public places and services.  

Importantly, more countries, including the US, reported COVID-19 cases linked to the 

more transmissible Omicron variant last week. This fuelled financial market volatility. 

Indeed, the Vix index, which tracks expected volatility on the US S&P 500 equity index, 

moved sharply higher. Conflicting initial views from major vaccine producers on the 
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protection provided by existing COVID-19 vaccines against the Omicron variant contributed to the sharp market movements. 

Short-term bargain hunters looking to snap up shares that had fallen a lot since the previous Friday compounded the daily 

swings. Besides COVID news whiplashing markets, a strong signal by US Fed Chair Jerome Powell in support of a quicker 

wind-down of the Fed’s bond purchase programme added to the market gyrations. In the end, the S&P 500 ended the week 

1.2% lower after losing just more than 2% the previous week. Stocks were under pressure on Friday after the release of key 

data that showed a sharp drop in the US unemployment rate during November (see international section for details). This 

added to the faster Fed taper narrative. In Europe, the German DAX also saw a second week of losses. On Thursday, German 

political leaders agreed to regulations that bar the unvaccinated from access to all but the most essential businesses.  

Domestic assets had a better week, with the rand exchange rate ending somewhat stronger against major currencies, the 

10-year government bond yield reversing the losses of the previous week, and the JSE 

Alsi recovering some of the previous week’s decline. An important development for the 

short-term global and SA inflation outlook was the further decrease in the Brent crude 

oil price. At Friday’s close of just below $70/bbl, the 1-month Brent future was about 

11.5% lower than two weeks earlier. Last week’s decline came after the OPEC+ oil 

grouping stuck to a previous laid out plan to raise oil output by 400 000 barrels/day in 

January. There was some expectation that concerns about the oil demand outlook amid 

the new COVID-19 variant would jolt the oil grouping into revising the output quota 

lower. Considering that Brent crude averaged just above $80/bbl in November, if the 

price is sustained at current lower levels through December, motorists can look forward 

to a substantial fuel price reduction in January. Besides alleviating some pressure on 

commuter finances, this will also ease inflationary concerns in early 2022.  

Week ahead: GDP expected to contract in 2021Q3 

It is a busy week on the domestic data front, with attention focused on the release of the Q3 GDP data tomorrow. After solid 

quarterly growth momentum in the first half of 2021, the general expectation is that real GDP contracted in Q3. This is in 

response to several well documented and major headwinds for the economy. The Bloomberg consensus is for a 0.8% q-o-q 

GDP decline, somewhat worse than the SA Reserve Bank’s latest publicly available forecast of -0.6%. Based on Stats SA’s 

high-frequency data already available for Q3, as well as poor BER survey results for the other services sector, we are more 

downbeat and expect a quarterly decline of 1.3%. This week also sees the release of several monthly activity prints for 

Weekly Key Indicators  

  Close w-o-w 

R/$ R16.10 -0.8% 

R/€ R18.16 -0.7% 

R/£ R21.29 -1.3% 

$/€ $1.13 0.1% 

Brent (1-month) $69.88 -3.9% 

Gold $1 775 -0.6% 

Platinum $940 -3.1% 

JSE ALSI 70 808 1.1% 

10y gov. bond 9.60 -30bps 

FRA (1x4)* 3.92 -3bps 

*Forward rate agreement  
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October, including mining and manufacturing output, as well as retail and wholesale trade sales. The prolonged steel sector 

strike and load-shedding should weigh on manufacturing output in particular.  

 

Domestic: More unemployment woes in Q3, manufacturing activity recovers from steel strike 

The SA economy continued to shed jobs in 2021Q3. This continues the trend of quarterly job losses in 2021 after the initial 

post-lockdown employment bounce-back in 2020H2. Of the 660 000 jobs lost in the third quarter, 571 000 were in the formal 

sector, with some jobs also lost in agriculture and the private household sector. Consequently, only 9.628 million people were 

employed in the formal sector in 2021Q3, down by 1.7 million (or 15%) from the pre-pandemic level of 11.33 million in 

2019Q4. Among the key economic sectors, the most jobs were lost in the trade sector (-309 000), followed by the community 

services sector (-210 000). The only sector to gain jobs was finance and business services (+138 000). Of note is that, along 

with the North West (-128k), KwaZulu-Natal (-123k) and Gauteng (-200k), the two provinces hardest hit by the 

unprecedented violence in July, saw the most significant job losses. The unemployment rate is now at yet another all-time 

high of 34.9%, surpassing the previous record of 34.4% in 2021Q2.  

The seasonally adjusted Absa Purchasing Managers’ Index (PMI) recorded a solid increase in November, gaining 3.6 

points to 57.2. This was the highest level for the headline PMI since before the COVID-19 third wave and the social unrest 

shock in July. At 55.4, the average headline PMI reading for October and November is up notably from the 51.5 recorded in 

2021Q3. After a very poor third quarter, this bodes well for a recovery in actual manufacturing production in the fourth 

quarter. For more click here. 

Meanwhile, new vehicle sales improved by 6.6% y-o-y in November to 41 588 units. According to Naamsa, the car rental 

industry supported the new passenger car market during the month, accounting for 15.6% of car sales. Meanwhile, a positive 

sign for the productive capacity of the economy is the 8.1% y-o-y increase in the sale of heavy buses and trucks. In contrast, 

vehicle exports fell by a significant 42.2% y-o-y to 19 458 units. For the year-to-date, vehicle exports were still 8.3% ahead 

of the same period last year. According to Naamsa, the recent decline in vehicle exports can be explained by ongoing COVID-

19-related supply chain bottlenecks (including the global microchip shortage), as well as the severe COVID fourth wave in 

parts of Europe, a key export market for SA vehicle manufacturers.  

SA’s merchandise trade surplus narrowed to R19.8bn in October as exports fell (-R9bn) by more than imports (-R6.7bn). 

This surplus is about half of what was recorded in the preceding six months, reflecting 1) less strong nominal export growth 

after the decline in the price of some of SA’s key export commodities from the lofty heights earlier in the year and 2) a rise in 

the value of imports.  
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The seasonally adjusted volume of electricity generation declined by a large 3.8% m-o-m in October, reflecting the adverse 

impact of notable load-shedding during the month.  

 

International: Mixed US job market report; EZ inflation moves markedly higher 

In the US, total nonfarm employment rose by 210 000 in November, following an upwardly revised 546 000 increase in 

October. The latest jobs figure was significantly below market expectations and the smallest employment gain since December 

2020. Most of the job gains occurred in transportation and warehousing, professional and business services, construction, and 

manufacturing. In contrast, employment declined in the retail trade sector. In November, US employment was still 3.9 million 

below the pre-pandemic level. Employers are struggling to hire and retain workers amid childcare issues and COVID-19 

related concerns. The headline employment measure is derived from the so-called establishment survey amongst employers. 

The separate household survey was significantly more upbeat, showing job gains of 1.1 million. The US unemployment rate is 

derived from this survey. The strong job gains here drove the unemployment rate down to 4.2% - the lowest jobless rate 

since February 2020 - in November, from 4.6% in October.  

Staying in the US, the Institute for Supply Management’s services index rose by 2.4 points to a new record high of 69.1 in 

November. The underlying details were solid, with business activity and new orders also at an all-time high, while the 

employment index gained 5 points. These survey results, along with the larger-than-expected decline in the unemployment 

rate, support the view that the Fed will announce a faster pace of bond tapering at its next policy meeting on 15 December. 

In the EZ, a preliminary estimate showed that headline consumer price inflation jumped to 4.9% y-o-y in November, from 

4.1% in the previous month. This was the highest rate since July 1991 and was largely driven by soaring energy prices. The 

prices of food, services and goods also all rose faster than the European Central Bank’s (ECB) 2% target. Core inflation, which 

is headline CPI excluding energy, food, alcohol and tobacco prices, measured 2.6% y-o-y in November, up from 2% in 

October. The latest CPI print is likely to put more pressure on the ECB to reduce its pandemic-induced monetary stimulus. 

Nonetheless, for now, leading ECB policymakers still view the current inflation spike as “transitory”.  
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The week ahead  

Date Event Previous Consensus 

Tuesday (7 Dec) SA: GDP (2021Q3) 
1.2% q-o-q (sa) 

19.3% y-o-y 
-0.8% q-o-q (sa) 

3.7% y-o-y 

Tuesday (7 Dec) US: Trade balance -$80.9 bn -$66.9bn 

Wednesday (8 Dec) SA: Retail trade sales (Oct) (Nov) 2.1% y-o-y 1.8% y-o-y 

Thursday (9 Dec) SA: Wholesale trade sales (Oct) -0.3% y-o-y n/a 

Thursday (9 Dec) SA: Current account balance (2021Q3) 
R343bn 

5.6% of GDP 
R259bn 

3.8% of GDP 

Thursday (9 Dec) SA: Mining production (Oct) -3.4% y-o-y -0.9% y-o-y 

Thursday (9 Dec) SA: Manufacturing production (Oct) 1.3% y-o-y -1.5% 

Friday (10 Dec) US: Consumer inflation (Nov) 
0.9% m-o-m sa 

6.2% y-o-y 
0.7% m-o-m 
6.7% y-o-y 
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