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The Covid-19 Pandemic In Africa + Possible
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Introduction
At the time of writing this eBook the World Health Organisation
(WHO) has recorded 9,129,146 COVID-19 cases and 473,797
deaths globally. In Africa, 239,548 COVID-19 cases and 5,290
deaths have been recorded. The virus has spread widely and
fast to dozens of African countries within a very short period.
Governments and health authorities across the continent are
striving to limit widespread infections. Amongst some of the
measures that have been taken to slow down the spread of the
highly contagious virus are: quarantine, standard operating
procedures and preparedness at workplace measures. As such,
a lot of companies are required to work remotely to ensure that
there is physical distancing at the workplace while other companies’
operations have been put on hold until further notice. We conducted
research amongst 100 SME Business Leaders in Africa with the aim
of getting context, sharing experiences and challenges, plus ideas
and tips on how we can get through the diﬃculties and win together!
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6 KEY CHALLENGES
FACED BY SMES IN
AFRICA DUE TO THE
EFFECTS OF THE
COVID-19 PANDEMIC
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#1 Low Product/Service Demand
Governments across the continent have come up with a list of
essential services: examples include healthcare, law enforcement,
food and agriculture, transport, critical manufacturing, water and
wastewater, communications and information technology. When
lockdowns were imposed only businesses providing essential
services were allowed to continue operating.
B2B businesses immediately started to feel the eﬀects in the form
of deferred contracts or worse cancellation, retailers including
restaurants, hotels and bars remained closed or were required to
operate at half capacity. Customers are largely still in quarantine
with signiﬁcantly lower disposable income and new priorities.
Only 13.4% of businesses are thriving.

#1 Low Product/Service Demand
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#2. Poor Cashflow
There is a general decrease in net income across the board and
changes in working capital (lower inventory turnover, growth in
days sales outstanding and decline in days payable outstanding).
All these factors are making it increasingly diﬃcult for SMEs to
keep their doors open for business. One of the business owners’
main concerns is not having enough cash to run their business.
There is fear that there will very soon be a global economic depression.
Only 27.3% of Businesses are able to access funding in the state
that they operate and face high competition in the bid for these grants.

#2. Poor Cash�low
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#3. High Overheads
There is so much uncertainty and business owners continue to
wonder whether they should continue to pay rent or do advertising,
an even bigger concern is how to retain their team. In our survey,
we asked business owners what their biggest fear is at the moment
and to this, about 30% said failing to sustain their team.
72.5% of employers cannot aﬀord to give their employees extra
beneﬁts or assistance, worse still, it is becoming increasingly
diﬃcult to aﬀord salaries amidst shrinking net income.

#3. High Overheads
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Only 13.1% of employers have been able to �ind alternatives to laying off employees.

#3. High Overheads
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#4. Limited mobility and
access to clients
We witnessed governments initially responding to the pandemic with
total lockdowns and curfews. Whilst governments are gradually lifting
lockdowns and easing up on restrictions to restore livelihoods of their
citizens, mobility is still limited and quite a number of states have
curfews: for some businesses this has inevitably led to the loss of
revenue.

#4. Limited mobility and access to clients
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#5. Uncertainty
The question as to how much longer the world will continue to be
in this state due to the pandemic remains unanswered. Whilst some
businesses have already shut down operations, some business owners
expressed concern that they would not survive after the next sixty days.
“When will this pandemic be over?”, “How long will it take the economy
to recover?,” “Will I still have my clients?”These are some of the
unanswered questions business owners continue to ask themselves.

#5. Uncertainty
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#6. Working remotely
is not that easy
Modern technology has made it quite easy to deliver work
remotely, however, in the African context, there are some real
challenges, ranging from poor network connectivity in some
areas outside main cities, to the cost of data, to load shedding
and homeschooling. Whilst one meeting will be productive
the other may fail to hold due to some of the aforementioned.
68.7% of businesses are delivering remotely only 25% of them
are productive.

#6. Working remotely is not that easy
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Overcoming the challenges
COVID-19 has directly aﬀected business continuity as
supply chains dry up, and demand plunges. These risks
may quickly lead to liquidity risks, pressure on covenants,
re-ﬁnancing requirements, and increasing third party risk.
It is crucial that companies adapt to the changes
both tactfully and strategically. It is therefore important that
businesses are proactive in assessing their risk and vulnerability
from both an operational and a ﬁnancial standpoint. Persisting
in this environment requires businesses to act decisively to
mitigate risks and plan for rapid and slow recovery scenarios
and associated impacts on liquidity. Cash-ﬂow budgeting
covering 6-12 months is very key for companies at this time.

#6. Working remotely is not that easy
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Audit your current business model.
One of our research respondents
put it just right;
“As a business, we want to re-think our business model and
expand the service scope. We developed a commercial response
strategy to crisis-proof ourselves through this period. Our belief
is this period will be overcome by; Resilience, Return, Revolve
and deﬁne the new normal.
COVID-19 is going to create a big turning point for so many
businesses across the world. On the positive side, we have
opportunities to create even bigger online consumer platforms
while maintaining physical distancing.” David Sempala

Audit your current business model
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Embrace new digital
technology and e-commerce.
What better way to encourage physical distancing? Business owners
must consider re-evaluating brick and mortar approaches to providing
products and services and leverage existing digital channels to engage
their customers.
“Surprisingly COVID-19 has slowed one section of our business but has
opened new opportunities that we would not have had if it was not
COVID-19. It has helped emphasize to our market the beneﬁts of
shopping online.” Kelvin Odoobo
This time can also be used to re-strategize and strengthen your business.
Things have slowed down, rather than look at it as an inconvenience, use it
as an opportunity to test new structures and opportunities.
Reach out and keep selling! Be cautious though not every potential customer
is ready to buy. The best approach right now is an inbound marketing and sales
approach: providing relevance at each stage of the customer journey.
“I have a few clients who are comfortable with online collaboration, there is a
chance for me to continue working from home/remotely, but many of my clients
aren’t used to this, just a few are comfortable with online collaboration.
This means I need to do a lot of reaching out to new potential clients. I have been
working online/from home since I started, so this is not a big problem for me,
but it is a challenge for many of the local businesses. The pandemic is basically
aﬀecting the face to face interaction and the trust it creates especially during the
initial stages/pitching to clients before they can start buying.”
Anonymous respondent

Audit your current business model
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Possible Interventions
Government aid - The pandemic has aﬀected each and every
person and business. Many businesses may not recover even
after the pandemic if the owners are not supported, as they
would have used all their capital to survive and pay loans.
Governments can support in the following ways:
Tax relief or tax holidays to the business community
Zero-interest loans
Grants
Employment support schemes
Hire local talent to supply government agencies and private
businesses.

Possible Interventions
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CONCLUSION
Test all those brilliant ideas that are popping in your
head right now and see what happens!
Special thanks to our research participants.
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