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Enquiries: Prof S Abdool Karim
E-mail: salim.abdoolkarim@caprisa.org

INTERNAL MEMO
Date: 16 December 2020

To: The Honorable Dr ZL Erom: Ministerial Advisory Committee
' Mkhize, Minister of Health " | (MAC) on Covid-19

RETURN OF ALL LEARNERS 2021

Problem/Concern
e The Department of Basic Education (DBE) has requested guidance on their proposal for return
to school of all learners in 2021. (See proposal letter)

Evidence review

e The long term costs to children in term so schooling lost cannot be overstated. Some indications
are that we may have lost a decade's worth of learning gains in 2020 due to Covid-19 school
closures. 123

e Children and adolescents are less likely to become infected with SARS CoV-2.4

e Itis important for these costs to be balanced with the health costs of the pandemic.
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e Younger children are less likely to transmit the virus to each other and staff.® 10 11

e When children and adolescents are infected, they are more likely to have a very mild disease.'?
13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18

e Emerging evidence suggests lower infection attack rate and SARS-CoV-2 positivity rate in
student compared to school staff.*®

e Previous MAC on Covid-19 Advisories: Getting Children back to school safely, 26 May 20202°
AND Keeping schools safe and managing Covid-19 infections in schools, 20 July 20202%; outline
important measures to following in keeping children and educators safe, as well as meaures to
take in case of infections.

e Though the national recommendation on class sizes is that a class should accommodate 40
learners with sitting space of 1.2 to 1.5 square meters (SA Government), the reality is that 63%
of primary school children are in classes of 40 or more learners per class and 16% in classes of
60 or more per class.Errort Bookmark not defined. This makes it impossible to maintain a distance of at
least one meter between learners.

e As part of their well-being students might need to continue with extra-mural activities including
sporting activities.

Recommendations

e The MAC on Covid-19 supports the proposal by DBE, and strongly recommends that all
learners return to school at the start of the 2021 school year, and that schools attempt to keep
class sizes to allow for the recommended one meter physical distancing between learners (by
using other available spaces like halls, staff rooms, outside teaching, putting up new additional
structures like pre-fabs, where feasible).

e The adherence to Covid-19 prevention measures: physical distancing, adequate ventilation
(keep windows and doors open), regular hand washing or sanitization and manditory mask
use, will be fundamental in ensuring safety for learners and educators.

o Frequent breaks from classrooms to go outside are encouraged patrticularly in full capacity
classrooms.
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Risk mitigation meaures of daily symptoms screening of staff and students; as well as routine
daily cleaning of high use areas, like handrails, is also recommended.

Outdoor non-contact sports such as tennis, cricket and watersports are relatively safe. Contact
sports like football and rugby are currently being played in many countries. Since they involve
minimal risk when played in open space, these types of sport can be resumed in open air.
Note that compliance with the Covid-19 prevention measures in the locker rooms will be
important. There should be no socializing before or after the games are over.

Thank you for consideration of this request.

Kind regards,
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PROFESSOR SALIM S. ABDOOL KARIM PROF MARIAN JACOBS
CO-CHAIRPERSONS: MINISTERIAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE ON COVID-19
DATE: 16 December 2020

CC:
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»

Dr S Buthelezi (Director-General: Health)
Dr T Pillay (Deputy Director-General)
Incident Management Team
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