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

 
 
 

INTERNAL MEMO 
Date: 21 September 2020 

 
To: 

 
The Honorable Dr ZL Mkhize, 

Minister of Health 

 
From: 

 
Ministerial Advisory Committee 

(MAC) on Covid-19 

 
 RETURN TO WORK FOR THOSE WITH COMORBIDITIES  

AND/OR OVER THE AGE OF 60 YEARS 

 

Request for Advisory sent to MAC 

Should workers with comorbidities and/or over the age of 60 years be advised to resume work at 

this stage of the Covid-19 epidemic? 

 

Recommendations 

 Persons with significant comorbidities and/or ≥60 years of age remain at increased risk 

of severe Covid-19 should they contract SARS-CoV-2. While ≥5% of national SARS-

CoV-2 PCR tests remain positive, working from home should remain the prefered option 

for this group and should be facilitated. When positive PCR tests are between 5% and 

10%, careful consideration should be given to whether these vulnerable groups may 

return to work, depending on the potential risks within the work environment.     

 Once the testing threshold falls below 5%, persons with significant comorbidities and/or 

≥60 years of age should be allowed to return to the workplace. The work environment 

must be optimised to reduce transmission of SARS-CoV-2 by ensuring indoor 

workspaces are adequately ventilated and non-pharmaceutical interventions - social 

distancing, universal masking, hand and environmental hygiene practices - are 

rigorously maintained. Daily screening for symptoms/signs of respiratory illness in the 

workplace must continue. Employees who present for work with compatible symptoms 

or develop such at work, should be sent home to isolate and seek medical advice. 

 Persons with significant comorbidities and/or ≥60 years of age who work at the clinical 

interface where Covid-19 patients may be positioned should continue to refrain from 

frontline work e.g. Covid-19 or PUI (persons under investigation) wards in hospitals while 

the threshold remains ≥5%. 
 The use of ‘antibody passports’ or regular SARS-CoV-2 PCR testing of persons with 

significant comorbidities and/or ≥60 years of age is not recommended as a risk reduction 
strategy for return to work due to unreliability of the tests and their interpretation. 
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Rationale for Recommendations 

 Persons with significant comorbidities and/or ≥60 years1 are at increased risk of severe 

Covid-19.  

 During the SARS-CoV-2 surge, these persons were recommended to shield at home or 

if they were essential workers within the health service, to re-focus their job description 

away from the Covid-19 frontline clinical interface.2   

 Although the risk of infection with SARS-CoV-2 is dramatically reduced in the current 

phase of our epidemic, transmission risk in the workplace continues at low level. 

 A threshold of 5% is generally accepted as defining seasonality of respiratory viruses, 

and is the threshold measure used by WHO for significant community transmission of 

SARS-CoV-2.3  

 Non-pharmaceutical interventions (NPI) remain the most important means of reducing 

transmission of infection, including social distancing, which for this category of worker 

would be optimised if work was possible from home. 

 NPI remain the central focus of infection prevention measures in the workplace and 

should be optimised for all employees, but particularly those at high risk of severe 

COVID-19, such as the persons with significant comorbidities and/or ≥60 years of age 
group. 

 Antibody tests for SARS-CoV-2 are not recommended to determine return to work due 

to the difficulty in interpreting whether a true positive predicts protection against re-

infection. Similarly, recurrent PCR testing is of no value in this regard. 

 

Thank you for consideration of this request.  

 

Kind regards, 

 

 
PROFESSOR SALIM S. ABDOOL KARIM 

OVERARCHING CHAIRPERSON: MINISTERIAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE ON COVID-19 

DATE: 21 September 2020 

 
CC: 

» Dr S Buthelezi (Director-General:  Health) 

» Dr T Pillay (Deputy Director-General: National Health Insurance) 

» Dr S Zungu (Project Lead: Sectoral Response to Covid-19) 

» Incident Management Team 

 

                                                
1 MAC on Covid 19 Advisory:  Risk factors for severe Covid-19. https://sacoronavirus.co.za/2020/04/29/risk-factors-for-
severe-covid-19/ 
2 MAC on Covid 19 Advisory:  Guideline on deployment of workers over 60 years and/or with comorbidities. 
https://sacoronavirus.co.za/2020/04/29/guideline-on-the-deployment-of-health-care-workers-%e2%89%a560-years-of-
age/ 
3 Richie H et.al. Coronavirus testing.  Our World in Data. https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus-testing#the-positive-rate-
a-crucial-metric-for-understanding-the-pandemic 
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