
CHAIRMAN’S 
OVERVIEW
2020 was like no other. It tested individual and 
corporate resilience as the world grappled with the 
effects of Covid-19 on lives and livelihoods. This 
was over and above other challenges including 
economic headwinds, geopolitical risks, climate 
change, and political and social unrest.

JABU MABUZA

Chairman

“The people in our group 
have exceeded my 
expectations in dealing 
with this crisis. Thank you 
to all Sun employees who 
have made many sacrifices, 
personally and financially.”

At the start of 2020, Sun International had completed its 
central office restructuring and we were realising significant 
efficiencies and cost savings from our work in prior years. 
But nothing prepared us for the global pandemic’s impact 
and the extent and duration of the lockdowns that followed. 
Globally the tourism and hospitality industry was decimated, 
with predictions that the virus has cost global tourism 
US$1.3 trillion in 2020. Tourism in South Africa is largely 
reliant on international interest and accounted for 1.5 million 
jobs and approximately 8.6% of the total GDP in 2018. In 
an environment where travel is restricted and borders are 
closed, the impact on our sector is severe. Reports are that 
business revenues in the tourism sectors have more than 
halved. Despite the easing of lockdown restrictions and the 
resumption of travel under strict conditions, concerns over 
health, safety and future spikes in infections continue to 
dampen international travel. The global rollout of vaccines, 
albeit at varying stages per country, should help the sector 
recover, but it will happen slowly. Businesses and individuals 
will have to brace themselves for tough times still ahead. 

The saying that ‘the ultimate measure of a man is not where 
he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but 
where he stands at times of challenge and controversy’ feels 
appropriate for our current operating environment. 

The people in our group have exceeded my expectations in 
dealing with this crisis. Thank you to all Sun employees who 
have made many sacrifices, personally and financially, to 
ensure we could be agile and resilient during this time.

Under Anthony Leeming’s leadership the group was quick to 
mobilise. A crisis management team was established and the 
board made itself available for more frequent interactions 
with the executive team. At the height of the crisis, Anthony 
and I had regular interactions and the board and various 
committees, particularly the investment committee, were 
instrumental in making critical decisions, as discussed below, 
to ensure the group’s financial viability and sustainability. 

Being a cash generative business, we had to balance cost 
containment with our commitments to paying employees 
and suppliers during the hard lockdown. The group reflected 
on options to reduce costs and improve efficiencies while 
at the same time improving customer service. Regrettably, 
this resulted in 2 195 employees being impacted through a 
S189A retrenchment process across certain South African 
properties, as well as the closure of loss-making properties, 
The Carousel and Naledi Sun. Positively, we identified 
synergies across our asset portfolio (casinos and hotels and 
resorts), improved margins and gained casino market share 
in key provinces. The group’s alternate gaming business, 
through our sports betting platform (SunBet) and our limited 
payout machine (LPM) offering (Sun Slots) are well positioned 
for growth. We will trial rolling out an LPM offering in certain 
African markets and will look to capitalise on the strong 
growth SunBet is achieving. 

The successful R1.2 billion rights offer strengthened the 
group’s liquidity and strengthened its balance sheet, 
which was pivotal for cash flow purposes and positioned 
us for when our properties reopened, from 1 July 2020. 
As a collective, and following extensive deliberation, the 
board concluded it would be in the group’s best interest 
strategically to exit its Sun Dreams investment. The proceeds 
were used to further reduce debt levels in Latam and South 
Africa and have helped to significantly strengthen the group’s 
balance sheet. This transaction was concluded effective 
31 October 2020. Please refer to the chief financial officer’s 
overview for details on the group’s financial performance.

As part of our proactive stakeholder engagement strategy, 
Sun International played an essential leadership role in 
actively engaging with the Minister of Tourism, the Minister 
of Arts and Culture and relevant government departments 
to open up the tourism and casino industry at South Africa’s 
alert Level 3 from 1 July 2020, as opposed to waiting until 
the proposed alert Level 1. The group’s casinos fared better 
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continued

than the hotels and resorts when operations resumed, as the 
Covid-19 protocols regarding capacity and social distancing 
are a greater challenge in our hotels and resorts. In addition, 
the tourism industry and certain of our properties (The 
Table Bay and Sun City) rely on international tourism, which 
has been decimated. The risk of a third Covid-19 wave and 
variants also remains a concern, as this could result in more 
stringent lockdown levels. 

To ensure a safe environment for employees, concessionaires 
and our guests when our properties reopened, Sun 
International developed industry-leading Covid-19 health 
and safety protocols in compliance with relevant legislation. 
These protocols assisted in curbing virus transmission within 
our operating environment. Regrettably, five Sun International 
employees passed away from Covid-19. On behalf of the 
board, I extend my sincere condolences to their family and 
loved ones. 

From a strategic perspective, the group’s current strategy 
remains relevant and withstood the Covid-19 challenges. 
Progress was of course hampered by the Covid-19 pandemic. 
But the lockdown also had some positive impacts, with the 
group achieving significant operational efficiencies and costs 
savings while at the same time working on several projects 
to improve the guest experience. The group’s digital journey 
was also amplified to provide exciting product offerings 
and enhanced customer interactions. Looking ahead, as 
cost containment will continue to be an important part of 
sustaining our business, the group will be focusing on being 
more innovative in our product offerings and customer 
service. Becoming more energy and water efficient is 
also critical, as both these costs continue to escalate and 
intermittent load shedding places additional pressure on our 
ability to operate and provide memorable guest experiences. 
I urge stakeholders to read the group’s environmental, social 
and governance report, which details Sun International’s 
sustainability progress and outlook. In addition, the chief 
executive’s overview and strategic overview in the integrated 
report includes more detail on the group’s strategic 
performance.

Looking ahead, South Africa’s macro-economic climate 
remains tough and while the vaccine rollout has raised 
hopes of a turnaround, the operating environment remains 
precarious. While the International Monetary Fund (IMF) is 
forecasting a growth rate of 2.8% in 2021, South Africa’s 
unemployment rate is forecasted at 36% by 31 December 
2021. It is therefore vital that we look for opportunities in our 
new operating environment, within the Covid-19 protocols, 
so that employees, concessionaires and customers feel 
safe. Some opportunities include a deeper involvement 
in the online market through our sports betting platform, 
SunBet, and assertively marketing our iconic casino and hotel 
offerings. Given the work that the management team has 
done in 2020, I am confident that the group is in a strong 
position to not only recover from the Covid-19 pandemic but 
to grow strongly into the future.

During 2020, the board had several changes. Mr Leon 
Campher, lead independent non-executive director, and 
Dr Lulu Gwagwa both retired as non-executive directors on 
12 May 2020. Mr Vusi Khanyile resigned as a non-executive 
director effective 29 October 2020.  

Ms Sindi Mabaso-Koyana was appointed as a non-executive 
director effective 20 March 2020 and Mr Tapiwa Ngara 
was appointed as a full non-executive director effective 
20 November 2020. Mr Graham Dempster was appointed 
as the lead independent director on 8 June 2020. I wish 
to thank all directors who have stepped down for their 
invaluable support and contribution during their tenure and 
I welcome Ms Sindi Mabaso-Koyana and Mr Tapiwa Nagara 
and look forward to working with them. 

The board remains engaged and active in promoting an 
ethical and diverse leadership stance. In 2020, a board 
skills matrix was developed to assess what the future board 
composition should look like from a skills, diversity, field of 
knowledge and experience perspective. This matrix aligns 
with the group’s strategy and complies with best international 
corporate governance practices. Encouragingly, the board 
has exceeded its black and female diversity targets and the 
group continues to focus on the principle of equal pay for 
work of equal value, and will be implementing a diversity 
and inclusion strategy. Management is also researching how 
best to create a work environment where gender disparities 
can be addressed and more opportunities exist for women 
in leadership positions. The group also maintained its Level 1 
B-BBEE status as part of its transformation journey.

In closing, I once again thank all employees, who are one 
of our greatest assets, and showed their determination in 
protecting the group’s assets, even with salary sacrifices. 
Management’s stewardship during the crisis was exemplary 
and did not go unnoticed. Thanks to our guests for returning 
to our properties and enjoying Sun International’s hospitality 
and entertainment, and to our suppliers who were very 
understanding of the financial constraints we were up 
against. Thanks also to government, which was instrumental 
in engaging with us to ensure our industry could reopen 
earlier and in a safe environment that followed the relevant 
Covid-19 protocols. And to my fellow board members, thank 
you for your wise counsel and unwavering support.

Stay safe.

JABU MABUZA
Chairman

31 March 2021

“ It always seems impossible 
until it’s done.”

Nelson Mandela
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https://suninternational.onlinereport.co.za/2020/downloads/Environment-social-and-governance-report.pdf
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