
CHIEF 
EXECUTIVE’S 
OVERVIEW
Improving operations and our guest experience 
remain our focus. Despite difficult trading 
conditions for the year under review, we 
continued generating strong cash flows, 
maintaining a strong balance sheet, reducing debt 
levels and concluding value-add transactions. ANTHONY  LEEMING

Chief executive

2020 REFLECTION
The year 2020 will stand among the toughest years in 
Sun International’s history. Although this feels true of every 
business it is especially true for businesses in the hospitality 
and tourism industry. As I reflect on 2020, I will outline how 
the group endured three different sequences of events during 
2020 – before lockdown (January 2020 to mid-March 2020), 
during hard lockdown (end March 2020 to end June 2020) 
and after hard lockdown from 1 July 2020. 

Being challenged in life is inevitable. Being defeated is 
optional. I am proud that we, as the Sun Family, responded 
to the global pandemic crisis with resilience and agility; we 
weathered the Covid-19 crisis that has impacted many lives 
and livelihoods. For this I thank each and every member of 
the Sun Family for your courage and dedication. I also pay 
tribute to our five employees who tragically lost their lives to 
the coronavirus and our hearts go out to those loved ones 
left behind. I appreciate the fluid relationship with my crisis 
management team members and the entire management 
team, who showed outstanding leadership in the face of 
uncertainty. The board has been readily available to provide 
its support throughout this difficult period.

Before the hard lockdown, we were realising the benefits 
of becoming more operationally efficient and effective, and 
improving our guests’ memorable experiences. We finalised 
the central office restructure in February 2020, which realised 
savings in excess of R50 million. Management was also in the 
process of reviewing certain marginal operations as well as 
the cost base of our South African operations just as the hard 
lockdown was implemented on 27 March 2020, while Latam’s 
authorities ordered a national lockdown in March 2020 with 
no fixed reopening date. All our South African and Latam 
operations were closed and we operated on a limited staff 
basis to ensure general property maintenance and security. 
As a leadership team, we reacted swiftly in forming  
a crisis management committee that met frequently to 
ensure we reacted swiftly and proactively to the constantly 
changing environment. Our priority was the health, safety and 
wellbeing of our employees, concessionaires, suppliers and 
other key stakeholders. Frequent stakeholder communication 
took place through various communication channels to keep 
stakeholders informed, particularly employees. 

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

FINANCIAL
 ∞ Concluded a R1.2 billion rights offer

 ∞  Completed our central office restructure 

and achieved significant cost savings, margin 

improvements and efficiencies

 ∞  The South African debt (excluding IFRS 16 lease 

liabilities and IFRS 9 debt modification adjustments) 

reduced 21% to R7 billion as at 1 December 2020

OPERATIONAL
 ∞  Significant operational efficiencies and savings 

achieved

 ∞ Decision made to change gaming systems

 ∞  Robust management team in place to weather the 

Covid-19 pandemic

 ∞ Alternative gaming market growing strongly

KEY CHALLENGES

COVID-19
 ∞ Five employees lost their lives due to Covid-19

 ∞  Tourism and hospitality industry under severe strain, 

exacerbated by international travel restrictions and 

corporates cutting costs on conferencing and travel

 ∞  Covid-19 risks remain, with the possibility of a 

third wave

 ∞  Revenues under pressure due to subdued economy, 

lockdowns and restrictions on trade of alcohol

REGULATORY
 ∞ Possible smoking ban 

OPERATIONAL
 ∞ Ageing infrastructure
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CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S OVERVIEW 

continued

To manage cash flows, management proactively engaged 
with financiers to ensure our funding facilities remained in 
place to keep paying service providers and employees. During 
lockdown employee salaries were reduced to 40% from 
April 2020. Due to anticipated challenges and uncertainty 
in the short to medium term, as well as a sharp decline in 
economic activity and prolonged operations closures, we 
raised R1.2 billion through a rights offer in August 2020 to 
preserve liquidity and strengthen the group’s balance sheet.

While Sun Dreams had an attractive asset portfolio and 
growth opportunities, it faced several challenges over  
and above the Covid-19 pandemic. These included the  
SCJ licences renewal, political and social reforms in Chile and 
the need to secure funding for its Iquique project. In August 
2020, the board decided to realise and exit its investment 
in Sun Dreams at an attractive historical multiple, given the 
circumstances and with the potential for further earnout 
payments. The US$160 million proceeds from this transaction 
were used to settle Sun International’s debt offshore   
(of US$41 million), while retaining funds in Chile for 
withholding taxes and other tax contingencies (US$17 million), 
settling the minority shareholder and placing funds in escrow 
being retained in Chile (US$15 million) relating to a retention 
of a portion of the purchase price, with US$87 million being 
repatriated to South Africa to further reduce debt, thereby 
strengthening its balance sheet. An additional US$5 million 
is expected to be repatriated to South Africa shortly. The 
transaction became effective on 31 October 2020.

As the lockdown continued, we implemented a S189A 
retrenchment process in June 2020 that impacted,   
2 195 employees. While all properties were impacted 
the most significantly reductions were at Sun City, The 
Maslow Sandton, The Table Bay and the food and beverage 
operations in the smaller casino properties. We also closed 
The Carousel and Naledi Sun. Throughout this process, we 
engaged transparently with employees and our union. 

Following extensive engagement with government our 
South African casino operations were able to resume 
trading from 1 July 2020. Sun City resumed trading in 
September 2020, once the restrictions on inter-provincial 
travel were lifted. The Maslow Sandton and Table Bay hotels 
resumed operating in October 2020 and November 2020, 
respectively. We worked closely with regulators to ensure 
our health and safety protocols complied with all relevant 
legislation and to ensure a safe environment for our 
employees and guests. The screens used at our casinos 
between slots and table seats set the benchmark within our 
industry. Sun Slots did exceptionally well to get its network up 
and running shortly after the restrictions were lifted. Our Sun 
Talk digital communication platform was successfully adapted 
to track and trace all employees’ health status, thereby 
limiting virus transmission in our operations. As testament to 
our proactive Covid-19 response, Sun International received 
two awards from the Institute of Risk Management South 
Africa – the Hospitality and Tourism Industry Award and the 
Risk Specialist of the Year (runner-up) Award. 

As a group we used the lockdown period to critically assess 
our operational practices, systems, marketing and guest 
experience. In this regard several initiatives were commenced 

which are, and will have a positive impact on the group’s 
future results. These included:

 ∞  Addressing and improving our marketing and public 

relations communication strategy

 ∞  Relaunching our Most Valued Guest (MVG) programme 

with a clearer and more meaningful offering

 ∞  Changing our booking engine to drive an increase in direct 

bookings and improve the customer experience when 

making bookings

 ∞  Developing a Sun International mobile app for both our 

leisure and casino customers

 ∞  Focusing stringently on the control environment and cost 

management

 ∞ Reviewing and upgrading our VIP programme and strategy

 ∞ Achieving significant and sustainable costs savings.

“We aim to remind our 
customers that Sun 
International is bringing back 
the magic and looking forward 
to providing memorable 
experiences.”

It is clear from our recent trading results that these efforts are 
paying off.

In October 2020, the Black Pearl Roulette Tournament was 
held across all casinos and far exceeded our expectations 
with almost 2 000 registrations. This tournament positioned 
Sun International as the home of gaming tournaments and 
has restored our prestige to deliver world-class gaming 
events. 

Subsequent to a detailed strategic review of our gaming 
system, we have taken the decision to move to Playtech’s 
Neon casino management system. Our current system 
has served our business needs adequately, however, as 
our business and customers’ needs evolve so too have our 
systems requirements changed. Key considerations in making 
the decision to transition to the Neon system included 
functionality, technical requirements, support and cost. The 
Neon system that we have chosen has a strong presence 
in the online casino market and provides an omni-channel 
solution that combines online and land-based casinos into 
one platform with a shared wallet, rewards system, marketing 
and reporting. The regulatory process to obtain approval for 
the system has commenced, with the implementation of 
the project earmarked for rollout on a phased basis, with full 
implementation targeted for early 2023.
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CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S OVERVIEW 

continued

Globally, everyone was in the same pandemic storm; 
however, people’s perspectives varied depending on their 
circumstances. Our employees were particularly hard hit 
after we took the difficult decision to reduce salaries to 
40% during the lockdown. We did what we could, including 
applying for government’s Covid-19 Temporary Employer 
Relief Scheme (TERS) through the Unemployment Insurance 
Fund for employee financial support, suspended provident 
fund contributions, and paid medical aid contributions and 
insured benefits on behalf of employees. Sun International’s 
employee wellness programme was also instrumental 
in providing emotional support for employees and their 
families. To assist the communities we operate in, the group’s 
socio-economic development policy was expanded to 
support specific community needs as opposed to our usual 
education, sports and arts and culture projects. Additionally, 
just over R2 million in customer MVG leisure points were 
donated by our MVGs to South Africa’s national Solidarity 
Fund, which was established to mobilise South Africans in the 
fight against Covid-19.

OPERATIONAL SYNOPSIS
Our core operational strategy remained the same and despite 
the lockdown restrictions we made encouraging progress 
against most strategic objectives during 2020. The narrative 
that follows includes material operational activities from our 
gaming, hotels and resorts and central services. More detail 
on our specific strategic objective progress is included under 
the following sections: improve our existing operations and 
guest experience; protect and leverage our existing asset 
portfolio; grow our business into new areas and products; 
our people; and governance and sustainability. 

Gaming
Despite the extensive lockdown restrictions on trading, our 
casino income was resilient and continued to recover after 
the hard lockdown was lifted. This was, however, set back  
by the return to a stricter Level 3 lockdown in December 
2020 along with the alcohol ban, which was eased on  
1 March 2021. While disposable consumer income remains 
under severe pressure due to the stagnant economic climate 
and the pandemic, we remain cautiously optimistic  
that a more positive operating environment will prevail. 
Our extensive business review resulted in greater synergies, 
innovations, cost savings and margin improvements, as well 
as market share gains in the competitive Gauteng and  
KwaZulu-Natal casino markets.

Our alternate gaming strategy continues to gain traction 
in this growing market. Our online sports betting platform, 
SunBet’s, gross gambling revenues (GGR) decreased to 
R137 million compared to R140 million in the previous period, 
despite the absence of most popular sports during the 
lockdown. There was also a 32% growth in SunBet signups, 
and going forward we are looking at launching more exciting 
product offerings. SunSlots, our limited payout machine 
(LPM) gaming offering, achieved GGR of R885.8 million, 
down 32%, largely due to lockdown. We secured additional  
LPM licences in the Western Cape, but these will only be 
fully rolled out in 2021 when the province is expected to 
issue Type B licences, which allow for up to 40 machines 
per site. Going forward we are investigating the feasibility of 
expanding our Sun Slots offering into the rest of Africa.

Our proposed acquisition of Grand Casino Investments 
Property Limited’s 30% interest in Sun Slots was terminated 
due to non-fulfilment of a condition. 

While online gambling is still prohibited in South Africa, certain 
casino and other products are being licensed by the provincial 
gaming boards. In this regard we launched Lucky Numbers 
and Bet Games and will shortly be launching live casino-styled 
table games. There is a strong support from regulators for the 
licencing of online casinos, with the group well positioned to 
take advantage of the opportunity should it arise.

Hotels and resorts
Our hospitality business was significantly impacted by 
lockdown restrictions, with hotels and resorts closing at 
the end of March 2020. International travel bans had a 
significant impact on The Table Bay Hotel and the Palace 
at Sun City. Sun City was additionally impacted by capacity 
restrictions and currently no day visitors are allowed. We 
have commenced with a full operational turnaround plan for 
Sun City, including the S189A retrenchment process, which 
impacted approximately 1 200 employees. In addition to 
outsourcing certain underperforming restaurants we have 
outsourced our maintenance, which is starting to have a 
significant positive impact. While local travel has resumed 
international travel is almost non-existing, and business, 
conference and meeting business remains at very low levels. 
As a result, the group’s hospitality marketing is now heavily 
focused on local leisure. We also launched Sun Studios, a 
hybrid conferencing and event streamlining solution that 
can accommodate over 500 delegates and offers unique 
customer packages. Sun City’s Vacation Club enjoyed high 
average occupancy of 79% upon reopening in September 
2020. We are currently exploring several opportunities for 
expansion of the Vacation Club. 

The average age of our properties is between 20 and 
30 years, and while capital expenditure was monitored 
during the year, we prioritised the maintenance and upgrade 
of properties. In 2021, we will be increasing focus on our 
property maintenance including the utilisation of our IFS 
maintenance module.

We concluded an agreement with Global Hotel Alliance 
(GHA), the world’s largest alliance of independent hotel 
brands, in 2020. This will allow our guests to benefit from 
GHA’s loyalty programme and allow us to access GHA’s guest 
database of over 17 million GHA Discovery loyalty members. 
We will also be implementing a new online customer 
booking platform to streamline bookings at all our properties. 

Central services
The South African central office restructure, which 
commenced in 2019, was concluded in February 2020 
resulting in a head count reduction of 63. This realised a total 
cost of employment saving of approximately R50 million per 
annum. With the onset of Covid-19 we have had to look at 
further opportunities for rationalisation and have achieved 
significant further savings. 

FINANCIAL SYNOPSIS 

As can be expected our financial performance was severely 
impacted by the lockdown and consequent closure of all our 
operations. Consolidated income declined 49% to  
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CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S OVERVIEW 

continued

R6.1 billion and adjusted EBITDA reduced by 72% to 
R897 million. Debt was significantly reduced following the 
receipt of the R1.2 billion rights issue and the proceeds from 
the disposal of our interest in Sun Dreams. The chief financial 
officer’s overview details the group’s financial performance.

REGULATORY AND RISK 
OVERVIEW  
Over and above the already weak South African economic 
environment, 2020 was dominated by the Covid-19 risk as 
the group steered its way through the pandemic. The group 
had to get acquainted with several new regulations mainly 
driven by the Disaster Management Act. There were also 
additional compliance requirements, as all operations were 
inspected by relevant government authorities to ensure 
compliance with all Covid-19 health and safety protocols. 
Other regulations that we continue to monitor include the 
proposed smoking legislation, the Protection of Personal 
Information Act (POPIA), additional gaming taxes and 
GrandWest’s licence exclusivity. The increase in cybersecurity 
continues to gain momentum and is being closely monitored 
group-wide through our revised cyber strategy. These 
regulations and risks are unpacked in our risk and operating 
environment sections. 

Our current Wild Coast Sun casino licence expired in 
August 2019 and has been extended to 31 March 2021. If our 
licence bid is successful, the new licence period will be  
20 years. 

The group remains active in monitoring and lobbying to 
shape our regulatory environment.

PEOPLE OVERVIEW
Our people have gone above and beyond their duties over 
this time. All customer training was halted during more 
stringent lockdown levels, and Covid-19 training became 
a necessity to prepare for our properties reopening. Most 
training during 2020 was conducted online through our 
Sun Talk digital communication platform until properties 
were reopened. Communication became even more critical 
during 2020 as employees were fearful of the unknown. We 
enhanced employee engagement throughout the year by 
using the Sun Talk communication platform, email, WhatsApp 
and video messages. The content that resonated most 
with our employees included Covid-19 self-assessments, 
leadership messages, employee questions and vacancies. The 
Sun Talk platform also created awareness around the group’s 
various campaigns and initiatives and was used to spread 
messages of goodwill. 

Sun International’s One Sun Wellness programme was 
upscaled to support employees during the pandemic. 
This support has contributed to helping employees grasp 
the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on their lives and 
livelihoods, and to guide them as they adjust to Sun 
International’s restructuring processes and a new working 
environment.

We appreciate that employees have faced severe hardships 
during 2020 and going forward we will be reinforcing our 
employee culture to embrace the group’s vision, purpose and 
values in these uncertain times as we recover from this crisis. 

SUSTAINABILITY AND 
GOVERNANCE OVERVIEW
Sustainability continues to be central to our group’s 
strategy and certain sustainability elements were amplified 
during the Covid-19 pandemic. Our health, safety and 
wellness practices became a focal point for employees, 
concessionaires, suppliers and customers. Covid-19 health 
and safety protocols were drafted, implemented and included 
on our corporate website. Through our robust governance 
structures, Covid-19 compliance officers were appointed at 
each property to implement and monitor Covid-19 protocols  
and a Covid-19 committee was established at each unit.  
All Covid-19 property committees reported to the central 
crisis management committee, which kept the board and 
relevant board committees apprised and updated on the 
group’s Covid-19 progress and its challenges. 

Sun International remains committed to improved reporting 
practices and transparency around activities and performance 
in combating corruption. Following our participation in a 
survey by Transparency in Corporate Reporting 2020, the 
group was ranked number 24 out of 100 South African 
companies in various industries including retail and tourism, 
finance, insurance and real estate, and heavy industry and 
machinery. Encouragingly, the retail and tourism sector 
scored highest overall and on anti-corruption programmes –  
70.7% and 69.1% respectively.

Lockdown and operation closures resulted in significant 
resource (water and electricity) savings during 2020, 
however, most of our environmental initiatives could not 
be implemented. Going forward, we will be implementing a 
2025 strategy that will focus on reducing our environmental 
footprint group-wide and investing in green energy solutions 
to be a more energy-efficient and sustainable organisation. 
This environmental focus has also been elevated as a 
material matter.

While our socio-economic development (SED) spend was 
impacted by Covid-19, we invested R18.8 million  
(2019: R25.4 million) in SED projects and R7.1 million in 
corporate social investment.

Please refer to the chairman’s overview that elaborates on  
the group’s governance and board changes.
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CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S OVERVIEW 

continued

The Covid-19 pandemic coupled with the 
ongoing restrictions imposed on business and its 
activities in terms of the Disaster Management 
Act will continue to have a significant impact 
on the South African economy, which will take 
some time to recover and which will impact our 
trading results. Our gaming side of the business 
has proven its resilience and we anticipate 
that we will continue to see improvement in 
revenues and EBITDA as the restrictions are 
eased and ultimately lifted. The hotel and resort 
side while benefiting from growth in local leisure 
will continue to be impacted by the lack of 
demand in the business, conference, meetings 
and international market segments. 

The capital raise as a result of the rights offer 
and the proceeds from the disposal of Sun 
Dreams has improved our liquidity position and 
significantly strengthened the group’s balance 
sheet. These actions and the various operational 
initiatives which we have undertaken and 
implemented in the last twelve months have 
ensured that the group remains well placed 

to be able to deal with the current and future 
Covid-19 challenges and has strongly positioned 
the group to recover and grow into the future.

Despite these extraordinary and uncertain times, 
Sun International’s board and management 
remain fully committed to continue ensuring 
the future viability and sustainability of the 
group and are taking every reasonable step 
to minimise the impact on our employees, 
suppliers and business partners.

Thank you to the board for their steadfast 
leadership and guidance during this 
financial year. I appreciate the inspiration, 
passion, commitment and discipline that my 
management team and employees continue to 
demonstrate during these difficult times. While 
many challenges lie ahead, the group is in a 
strong position to deal with them, and we will 
emerge stronger. 

ANTHONY LEEMING
Chief executive

31 March 2021

OUTLOOK
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