
A tale of two halves
COVID-19 and its complex implications for Netcare and for 
our country changed the tenor of our value story midway 
through the 2020 financial year. Based on the solid 
progress we made in the first half of the year, I would have 
hoped to record gathering momentum in implementing 
our strategy to secure sustainable competitive advantage, 
market-leading innovation and higher growth – and that 
our strategic gains had begun to show in our operational 
indicators and financial results for the full year.

Instead, the most pertinent storyline in our integrated 
report is that the integrity of our commitment to Netcare’s 
purpose and values anchored the organisation in a period 
of unprecedented uncertainty. Our report tells of the 
extraordinary determination that kept our people going for 
months on end in dealing with a novel coronavirus and its 
pernicious effects. It shows how the skills of our clinical and 
management teams gave us the flexibility to manage a 
highly unpredictable pandemic. Also, how a strong balance 
sheet and sound capital management disciplines, in place 
well before COVID-19, formed the foundation on which we 
could build our response to the pandemic and its threat to 
lives and livelihoods. 

The commitment, calibre, resilience and agility our people 
and partners showed in rising to the complex challenges of 
COVID-19, confirmed that they are the pivot point on which 
we optimise the value of our services to society in line with 
the Quadruple Aim for healthcare system improvement 
(see creating measurable value on page 24). 

In return, we remain committed to prioritising their physical 
and psychological safety, and protecting their wellbeing, as 
we deal with the fallout of the first wave of the pandemic 
and prepare for what is to come.

Balancing priorities in unprecedented 
times
In the face of COVID-19, we re-ordered our priorities to 
address the immediate needs of our people, doctors, allied 
healthcare practitioners, our patients and the public. This 
also meant reconfiguring our plans to ensure we did not 
lose focus – and were able to catch-up as quickly as 
possible – on the transformational strategic projects that 
will underpin our longer-term ability to compete, innovate 
and grow value for our stakeholders. 

The Board’s thinking and planning as it pertains to the 
Group’s competitiveness and growth is rooted in 
stewardship – of not only mitigating but deliberately 
improving our socioeconomic and environmental 
outcomes. The pandemic has only sharpened our 
commitment to delivering social, economic and 
environmental returns in a pragmatic, collaborative and 
measurable way, while recovering our profitability. 
Importantly, we do so wiser from our COVID-19 experience, 
as our CEO explains in his review (starting on page 102).

As a provider of health and care, our business purpose and 
social purpose must be – and are – reconcilable. Netcare’s 
purpose to provide the best and safest care to the person 
at the centre of the healthcare value chain is the gateway 
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“In addressing the compounding public 
health and socioeconomic risks associated 
with COVID-19, on a scale not seen before, 
we are bound to act first as a healthcare 
provider in fulfilment of our purpose. 
Our challenge as leaders is to do so without 
relinquishing the longer-term aims of our 
strategy. In 2020, I believe this critical 
balance was achieved to the best of our 
ability given the circumstances.”

– Thevendrie Brewer, Board Chair
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to creating value for all our stakeholders. In striving to 
create ‘system value’, we seek to compete and grow on 
behalf of our stakeholders in the private healthcare sector, 
and to return value to our shareholders. We find this to be 
entirely reconcilable with being a powerful force for good 
in how we choose to manage our resources and invest in 
our relationships, for the benefit of current and future 
South Africans. 

Hard questions between the peaks
As we finalise the integrated report, South Africa (SA) finds 
itself at risk of another peak in pandemic-related caseload. 
Whereas SA defied the odds in flattening the first curve 
to within the capacity of the national healthcare system, 
the trends in Europe and America are ominous 
notwithstanding positive developments in finding effective 
vaccines. In the eye of the storm, we face two hard 
questions. Given the precipitous loss in revenue we 
experienced this year, is Netcare strong enough to sustain 
repeated blows from a pandemic whose impacts will be 
with us for years to come? And does our strategy remain 
valid and valuable in a post-pandemic world?

With regard to recovering revenue, we remain cautiously 
optimistic that we will not be required to suspend elective 
procedures as we had to during the initial surge. Enhanced 
safety measures, expanding treatment protocols and the 
ability to manage capacity across our network should allow 
us to maintain full patient services and recover revenue if 
the pattern of a second wave is similar to the first.

COVID-19 did not change the 
megatrends shaping the future of 
healthcare; it accelerated their pace 
and importance. In answer to these 
trends, Netcare’s strategy aims 
to reinvent and optimise the way 
traditional healthcare systems 
work, achieving sustainable 
competitive advantage by being the 
first to do so in an African context. 
It also explicitly commits Netcare to 
pursue a more just and equitable 
society. As such, Netcare’s strategy 
will create significantly higher value 
for our stakeholders and society in a 
future now redefined by COVID-19.

Prudence remains our watchword
COVID-19 demanded that we hold back on capital 
expenditure, and redouble the time and attention we invest 
in careful capital management. Our capital allocation and 
distribution policies, and how they were applied during the 
year, are detailed in the Chief Financial Officer’s review 
(starting on page 186). 

Suffice to say that, while we were able to return additional 
dividends to shareholders and repurchase shares before 
the onset of the pandemic, prudence demanded we 
suspend these distributions. Restoring net debt levels to 
within the parameters of our targeted capital management 
metrics will be a priority for the immediate future. Our 
dividend policy is unlikely to change in the short term and 
payouts will depend on our ability to raise headline 
earnings against the headwinds of the ongoing pandemic 
and socioeconomic implications. We appreciate 
shareholders’ patience and realism in a time of uncertainty 
that permeates the global economy.

Prudence also demands careful and deliberate succession 
planning to ensure the skills and experience of the Board 
remain relevant to the growth opportunities we have 
chosen to pursue, as well as the shifts in our universe of 
emerging risks, threats and uncertainties. Our dependence 
on digital technologies and our strategic choice to provide 
innovatively funded healthcare products (elucidated in the 
Chief Executive Officer’s review) demand that we 
complement the Board’s skills with deeper expertise in 
these areas. This will be the key criteria in future 
appointments. 

In addition, it remains a priority to balance experience and 
institutional memory with youthful energy and fresh insight. 
Managing the balance of tenure will, therefore, be a key 
consideration when planning the future composition of the 
Board. Preserving the open and vigorous dynamic between 
the Board and the executive team that has served Netcare 
so well in these extraordinarily testing times, will also 
remain key to my mandate as Chair. The governance 
overview (on page 40) provides further detail on how 
our governance structures have proven agile and effective 
in the face of adversity.

Leadership beholden to care
Our directors have demonstrated both their calibre and 
their commitment to care; we have shown that being highly 
regulated, highly compliant and highly ethical does not 
come at the expense of moving quickly or finding enduring 
solutions or holding firmly to our purpose and values. 
Noteworthy are our decisions on remuneration this year, 
which considered our people’s value to our stakeholders, 
rather than a strict measure of performance against targets 
set before COVID-19 demanded a drastic shift in focus. 
We simply cannot penalise our people for prioritising the 
sanctity of life, which we are professionally, legally and 
ethically bound to do. 
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The Board fully supports management’s decision to 
preserve the jobs of our people to the furthest extent 
possible, despite pressure to cut costs in the short 
term. Our decisions in this regard are detailed in the 
remuneration report (starting on page 204). Certainly, 
job preservation is as crucial for the restoration of SA’s 
economy and the socioeconomic transformation of our 
society, as creating new employment opportunities.

We support government’s intention to reconstruct the 
economy to be more inclusive of people who remain 
disadvantaged – black people, the youth, women and 
differently abled people. In our response to the pandemic, 
we prioritised emerging product and service providers 
from these sectors of society. Our support for 
government’s call for localisation is reflected in our 
procurement strategy, with the proviso that local suppliers 
are able to meet immovable quality standards and offer 
good value for money.

Meaningful socioeconomic transformation and poverty 
alleviation depend on growth that can only be achieved 
by galvanising private sector confidence and investment. 
While government’s economic reconstruction and recovery 
strategy indicates an appreciation of this need, our political 
leaders need to move more quickly and decisively to 
address crime and corruption, and to fast-track structural 
reforms that deliver regulatory and policy certainty, 
decrease the cost and improve the ease of doing business. 

Negotiations between government and business in 
preparation for the pandemic showed encouraging 
pragmatism and collaboration that bode well for the urgent 
but challenging discussions that introducing universal 
healthcare in SA will demand. COVID-19 has only 
underlined the inequities that continue to impact health 
risks and outcomes 26 years since the advent of 
democracy in our country. This is not only the product of 
a fractured healthcare system, it is primarily due to the 
persistence of poverty and economic inequity. COVID-19 
issued a stark warning that inequity anywhere in our 
society undermines the wellbeing of the whole of society.

COVID-19 also made clear the criticality of the private 
healthcare sector to a more unified, equitable and effective 
national healthcare system – the bedrock on which SA’s 
aspirations for reconstruction and recovery can be built. 
The private sector’s thought leadership, acuity in data 
analysis and modelling, and its advocacy for enabling 
health policy has demonstrated willingness, good faith 
and excellence in the design and delivery of sound and 
workable solutions that stand to serve SA well as we battle 
the pandemic and its wider impacts. The stakes could 
not be higher: realism and pragmatism will need to be 
at the centre of both the National Health Insurance 
(NHI legislative processes expected in 2021, and the 
implementation of plans to rebuild our economy 
and transform our society.

Care beyond the hospital ward
We remain determined to support the wellbeing of all 
South Africans, as complex as the implications of COVID-19 
have become. The NHI Bill emphasises primary care and 
focuses on the prevention of lifestyle-induced chronic 
diseases. The promotion and support of health-seeking 
behaviour is a key ambition in our strategy and an absolute 
requirement for sustainable access to healthcare in SA. 
We commit ourselves to help the people who access our 
services to make choices that will allow them to live longer, 
healthier, more fulfilled lives.

Board Chair’s review continued

COVID-19 created opportunities 
for Netcare to contribute 
its expertise to business 
community initiatives aimed 
at containing the damage the 
pandemic has already caused. 

Netcare was central to Business for South 
Africa’s (B4SA) COVID-19 initiative, which involved 
collaboration between Business Unity South 
Africa and the Black Business Council to develop 
a framework and mechanisms to make private 
sector data, resources and capacity available to 
government and the public health sector. Our 
contributions in this regard and more broadly 
are detailed in the relationship capital section 
of our report (starting on page 136).
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Netcare’s commitment to be a powerful agent of 
socioeconomic change – even while we are coping with 
COVID-19 – is clear. Our integrated report details our 
contributions in this regard. By way of example, I am 
pleased to report that the diversity profile of our 
leadership, staff and doctors continues to improve. In 
addition, we have further improved the inclusion of 
differently abled people. Our investment in skills 
development, job creation for the youth, supply chain 
diversification, support of local manufacturing and 
socioeconomic development remains significant. 

COVID-19 starkly exposed the role that alcohol abuse plays 
in gender-based violence (GBV) in SA. Netcare has treated 
victims of GBV throughout our history, but we have never 
experienced it to the extent and level of brutality we are 
witnessing this year. While we readily acknowledge the role 
alcohol plays in our economy and appreciate that only a 
minority of alcohol users commit alcohol-induced violence, 
our experience and records show that GBV rose 
exponentially as soon as the government lifted the 
restrictions on the sale of alcohol. The need for a national 
alcohol abuse strategy is critical as we assess what more 
we must do to protect our women and children.

Appreciation and condolences
As COVID-19 continues to take lives, it has already brought 
profound loss to our entire generation. The Board is 
thankful for every life saved and mourns each life lost. Our 
deepest condolences go to everyone who lost someone 
they loved to the pandemic, within and outside of Netcare. 

In the face of this risk to their lives, we have been privileged 
to witness the care and dedication of our clinical teams. 
Speaking on behalf of those of us who do not work on the 
frontline, it has been an honour to support you as best we 
could in the fulfilment of Netcare’s first duty to the sanctity 
of life. We owe a deep debt of gratitude to you and the 
nation’s healthcare workers for making a life and death 
difference at your own expense. 

I am grateful for the vision and dedication of our CEO, 
Richard Friedland, and his management team, and 
acknowledge the contribution the Board made in their 
counsel and support of the Executive Committee. This 
demanded deep and ongoing engagement on strategic 
and operational matters. In particular, I want to thank 
Norman Weltman, who retired after 23 years of service, 
as both an independent non-executive director and, 
prior to that, an executive director of Netcare.

As unsettling as this year has been, it also showed that 
integrated thinking can never be separated from integrity 
of purpose and unswerving commitment to living our 
values. This is the hallmark of our history and it continues 
to guide our daily conduct and sharpen our strategic 
focus. Our stakeholders can be assured that we will work 
diligently and compassionately in reconciling our purpose, 
our values and our long-term commercial objectives. 

Thevendrie Brewer
Non-executive Board Chair
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