The Covid-19 lockdown, whether it lasts for the initial three week period or continues as most pundits believe for longer, will have a devastating effect on the economy. Much of this is unavoidable if the full impact of the pandemic is to be minimised. However in deciding which industries should be allowed to trade, government must also weigh up the rationality of its decisions, as well as the cost versus the putative benefit.

While these principles have generally been thoughtfully applied, the ANC government's political baggage around liquor has clouded its decisions regarding the wine industry. Other countries in lockdown have mostly permitted the continued sale of liquor, at least online. South Africa however has taken an extreme an opposite view – one which reflects the authorities' prohibitionist leanings as well as the ANC's deep antipathy to the Western Cape.

In the first 24 hours of the lockdown this attitude expressed itself as a ban on completing the harvest. With some 35000 tonnes of fruit still on the vines, this decision could have been catastrophic to growers. Fortunately it was reversed before the crop was lost. However, while citrus producers have a free hand to despatch a crop which could be kept safely in storage until after the lockdown, the authorities have steadfastly refused to allow the industry to continue exporting during the lockdown period. 

This decision will have a devastating effect on the wine industry and on the economy of the Western Cape. Wine is South Africa's most valuable agri-processed product, yielding direct annual export income of over R9bn. The industry itself is responsible for direct and indirect employment of almost 300000 people, from jobs in farming, to packaging, sales and logistics.

The loss of revenue in the 21 day lockdown period may be the least of the industry's concerns. Tim Hutchinson, CEO of DGB (whose business accounts for 60% of South African wine sales above £ 8-00 per bottle in the UK), explains. “Our biggest concern will be the loss of hard-earned listings, which may take years to win back. The 21 day hiatus will mean an empty pipeline for at least a month, probably more, given the situation at the port in Cape Town. In that time South African wines will simply vanish off retailers' shelves, replaced by comparably priced products from countries which have been able to maintain supply through the lockdown.”

Rico Basson, who heads up VinPro, the producers' representative body, says that the solution is simple enough. “We should follow the official international terminology and classify wine as an agricultural food product. South Africa is the only wine producing country with an export ban in the midst of the Covid-19 lockdown. Protection of health does not need to be at the expense of commerce. In the event of a prolonged lockdown as much as 40% of this year's export revenues would be compromised. That will lead to mass bankruptcies in the industry, with countless job losses some of which may never come back. Government also needs to restore capacity at Cape Town harbour, which is currently running at 30%. Wine industry's normal monthly exports alone total some 2000 containers. If capacity is not increased immediately, the backlog after 16th April will take months to clear. By then our export trade could be irretrievably lost.”

Agriculture Minister Didiza is on record as saying that “agricultural production in all its forms will remain uncompromised.” Now is the time for her to stand up to her colleagues in cabinet and remind them of the importance of the wine industry to the economy as a whole. 
