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Abstract 

The world changed since the outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic. The pandemic affected all sectors of the economy, including 
the construction industry. The pandemic forced the government of countries to impose lockdowns in a bid to minimize the spread 
of the pandemic. The Botswana government imposed three lockdowns which have lasted 62 days in total. These have greatly 
affected the construction industry which relies heavily on production. Some sectors have the liberty to carry out work from home, 
an option that does not favour the construction industry. The research used questionnaires administered to the construction 
experts to gather information on the impact of COVID-19 on the construction industry of Botswana. The effects of COVID-19 
vary from one project to another. It was found that contractors suffered the greatest losses as they were not paid because of lack 
of production. The lockdown led to time and cost overruns. The expense arising from the new COVID-19 regulations crippled 
some Client’s budgets, which led to conflicts, suspension of construction projects and some Client’s termination of contracts.  
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1. Introduction 
 
Coronavirus has devastated the whole world. Everyone in the world has been affected by the effects of the 
coronavirus in one way or the other. The construction industry of Botswana was also greatly affected by the 
emergence of this deadly virus as the outbreak of the virus led to the imposition of three lockdowns which lasted 62 
days in total. The first lockdown was imposed by the President of Botswana, His Excellence Dr Masisi, on the 31st 
of March 2020 and it lasted 28 days (Dube, 2020). Movement was restricted, economic activities came to a sudden 
halt. Only essential services like grocery shops and health facilities were allowed to operate. Two more lockdowns 
were imposed thereafter which lasted 34 days combined. These lockdowns greatly affected the construction industry 
because it heavily relies on the physical presence on sites or work stations. Other sectors which rely heavily on 
office work had the liberty to work from home, an action that does not favour the construction industry. 
 
Apart from the unprecedented number of deaths and hospitalizations, the pandemic has resulted in lockdowns, 
economic slowdowns, widespread business disruptions, and significant hardships ((Dube, 2020). The reported 
adverse effects included significant delays on construction projects. These were due to several reasons which 
include unavailability of key personnel due to quarantine or self-isolation, scarcity of material, reduction in 
productivity rates, material price escalations, and others. The outbreak created new opportunities which include the 
construction of medical facilities and opportunities to recruit skilled workers and health personnel to deal with 
workplace COVID-19 cases. So many events have happened since the outbreak of the coronavirus. The construction 
industry is slowly finding ways of keeping operations going on at minimum disruptions caused by the virus. 
2. Literature review 
 
2.1 Effect of COVID-19 around the world 
COVID-19 is a global pandemic, meaning all countries were affected. Several measures were taken by various 
countries to minimize the damage caused by this dreadful disease. Construction and engineering projects around the 
world are being impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic in numerous ways, and many projects were affected. In the 
UK, the Government's increased measures to slow the spread or 'flatten the curve' of COVID-19, included closing 
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schools, advising working from home and restricting personal freedoms. This created enormous uncertainty for 
projects and construction in terms of how these restrictions apply to site operations (Albertini, 2020).  
 
When covid-19 hit India, the central government responded by implementing a nationwide lockdown, initially for 21 
days and then went on to extend it for over two months (Kumar, 2020). The lockdowns are still present in some 
cities and states, with varying rules and regulations with regards to different aspects. In the beginning, all 
construction activities were ordered to stop. As uncertainty due to the pandemic grew, thousands of migrant 
workers, who were employed in the construction industry, packed their bags and went back home. The supply 
chains of critical input materials used in construction were also disrupted with varying bans across inter-city and 
inter-state travel. Owing to decreased production, commodity prices also increased to some extent, increasing the 
financial burden on builders (Kumar, 2020). 
 
In the United States, the number of construction jobs available reduced following the pandemic onset, with the 
lowest number of jobs reported in April 2020, (Alsharef, Banerjee, Uddin, Albert and Jaselskis, Edward, 2021). 
These job losses are partly attributable to interruptions in work following work-related restrictions that were 
imposed to curb the virus spread, shortage in personal protective equipment (PPE) as it was prioritized for 
healthcare workers, and widespread market uncertainty. In addition, several construction projects were delayed and 
suspended; particularly in the oil and gas sector (e.g., West Loop Gas Pipeline, Liberty Pipeline, etc.), where the oil 
demand dipped following the travel ban. However, most importantly, a significant number of construction workers 
reportedly tested positive for COVID-19. A recent investigation from Los Angeles concluded that construction 
workers were reporting the highest number of positive cases compared to workers in other industries, including 
transportation, healthcare, and manufacturing. Likewise, another study found evidence that construction workers are 
roughly five times more likely to be hospitalized as a result of COVID-19 than workers in other industries (Alsharef 
et al, 2021). In cases where construction operations were considered non-essential, one participant mentioned that 
the impacts are not limited to only construction businesses. The participant shared that upstream suppliers and the 
operations of several downstream facilities were also adversely impacted. In addition, the participant mentioned that 
several other industries that serve the construction industry such as manufacturing will also experience negative 
impacts (Alsharef et al, 2021). 
 
2.2 Effects of the previous pandemic on the construction industry 
Covid-19 is not the first pandemic the world has dealt with, and it is not the most fatal one. There were other 
outbreaks that were recorded and the world responded to these outbreaks in a similar manner. The fight against 
COVID-19 employed measured borrowed from the methods used during the fight against the previous pandemic. 
 
2.2.1 Effects of Spanish flue 
From 1918 to 1919 Spanish Influenza killed an estimated 50 to 100 million people worldwide, including 50,000 
people in Canada (Hixon, 2020). Construction workers experienced one of the highest mortality rates at 9.42 per 
thousand, eclipsing manufacturers (1.96), transportation workers (3.34) and finance employees (2.51). From the 1st 
of September 1918 to the 31st of December 1918, 159 construction workers died out of an at-risk group of 16,886. 
Spanish Flu was not understood as a virus, but the protocols of infection most definitely were. People avoided 
personal contact, masks were worn to avoid infection and schools were closed (Kenter, 2020). In the fall of 1918, 
the British Columbia Record newspaper announced that the illness had begun to impact construction work on 
several massive ship projects at the Coughlan’s shipyard. The construction of a ship called War Cavalry was delayed 
due to a shortage of men. Twenty-five percent of the staff was ill and it affected the completion date of the ship. The 
completion date of a ship called Wallace was also shifted due to a shortage of staff and also the death of the 
superintendent of the shipyards (Hixon, 2020).  
 
2.2.2 Effects of 2009 H1N1 Swine flue 
In March and early April 2009, a new, swine-origin 2009-H1N1 influenza A virus (S-OIV)2 emerged in Mexico and 
the United States of America(Lee, 2009).  During the first few weeks of surveillance, the virus spread by human-to-
human transmission worldwide to over 30 countries, causing the World Health Organization (WHO) to raise its 
pandemic alert level to Phase 5 of 6. On June 11, 2009, the WHO raised the worldwide pandemic alert level to 
Phase 6 in response to the sustained global spread of the 2009-H1N1 influenza A virus. This novel, swine-origin, 
influenza A virus is the first pandemic of the twenty-first century. The response to the H1N1 virus is similar to the 
one implemented during the COVID-19 outbreak. The public was advised to wash their hands after shaking any 
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hands, cover their mouth and nose and maintain social distance (Lee, 2009).  Within six months of the discovery of 
the 2009-H1N1 influenza A virus, researchers had gained considerable knowledge about the latest pandemic 
influenza virus and produced a vaccine against it. 
 
3. Methodology 
 
Given the new and unexplored nature of the research problem, a qualitative research methodology was adopted. This 
study used a non-probability sampling technique because it is faster and cheaper than the probability sampling 
technique. Purposive sampling was used because questionnaires were distributed to construction industry players in 
Gaborone, Botswana. Purposive sampling consists of handpicking supposedly typical or interesting cases (Blaxter, 
Hughes and Tight, 2011). According to Walliman (2017) and O'Leary (2009), purposive sampling is labelled as 
"theoretical sampling". It is a useful sampling method used to gather information from a sample of the population 
that one thinks knows most about the subject matter (Walliman, 2017). O'Leary (2009) indicated that there is a 
growing recognition that non-random samples can credibly represent the populations, given that the selection is 
done with the goal of representativeness in mind. Furthermore, "purposive" highlights the importance of conscious 
decision-making in non-random sample selection (O'Leary, 2009). This method was used to select the companies to 
which questionnaires were sent. The target population included construction Clients, construction industry 
consultants and contractors. In total, twenty-five questionnaires were issued to construction companies. Results 
collated from the field were then analyzed using thematic analysis for inference and conclusion. 
 
4. Data Analysis and Findings  
 
4.1 Response Rate  
The response rate was 88% out of the 25 questionnaires sent out to the client, consultants and contractor 
organization in Gaborone. The research only considered construction parties who had active projects before the 
outbreak of the pandemic.  
 
4.2 Profile of Respondents  
55% of respondents were from the contractor, whilst 27% were from the consultants and 18% were from Clients.  
Respondents have an average construction experience of 7.6 years. This suggests that the data was collected from 
construction parties with a significant amount of experience.  
 
4.3 Measure taken against Covid-19 
Following a government directive to return to work and adhere to COVID-19 prevention protocols, companies took 
the necessary step to minimize or prevent the spread of COVID-19. The following things were done as a method of 
prevention of the transmission of covid-19; 

• Checking the temperature of workers and visitors before allowing them access to the office or construction 
site. Any employees with a temperature above 37.4°C were not allowed into the workplace. 

• Sanitizing of hands and shoes before entry into premises 
• Proper wearing of masks. 
• Keeping a register of everyone who visits premises. 
• Denying entry to anyone who has symptoms of respiratory diseases such as flue. 
• Maintain Social distance. 
• Reducing working hours. 
• Shiftwork was also introduced to avoid overcrowding. 

 
4.4 Challenges faced when implementing Covid-19 guidelines 
When the lockdown was lifted, the government of Botswana set guideline which needed to be followed to allow the 
public to conduct their business without acquiring or spreading the virus. These guidelines included wearing masks, 
sanitizing, keeping a social distance, regular checking of body temperature and avoiding unnecessary movements.  
The challenges faced when implementing these guidelines include; 

• It was difficult for staff to properly wear masks for the entire day. Most people complied during the first 
days but later complacency took over. 
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• Social distance guidelines were hard to follow due to the nature of some construction trades.  
• Entry point safety personnel also became complacent. Their main duty was to check body temperature, 

check if masks are properly worn and record the names of staff and visitors upon entry into premises. They 
did the work perfectly during the first days but later started allowing people in the premises without 
checking temperate or recording their names. They would only sanitize hands. 

• COVID19 protocol came at a cost. Companies needed money for sanitisers, thermometers, masks, 
protective clothing and safety training. They also needed to employ a health and safety officer who will 
responsible for COVID-19 related matters. It was difficult for other companies to maintain such services.  

• It is believed that asymptomatic employees would not disclose their Covi-19 status and would report for 
duty as usual. This lead to contact outbreaks at workplaces. 

• Some employees used the covid19 guidelines to abscond from work. They reported that close family 
members tested positive to covid19, this automatically meant that they should self-isolate for 7 days, 
therefore avoiding work. 

• If one staff member tested positive, it meant that all employees should self-isolate. The constant positive 
test, followed by self-isolation led to a serious disruption of work programs.  

 
4.5 Effects of covid-19 to the construction parties 
The results indicated that the pandemic brought more negative effects than positive one to the construction parties.  
Different construction parties faced different effects and these include the following. 
Client responses; 

• Project time overruns – projects were not completed within the original scope because of the lockdowns, 
and also because of the unavailability of materials in the local market soon after lockdown restrictions were 
uplifted. 

• Project cost overruns – resulting from extension of time claims, and additional costs associated with 
providing the safety equipment which was required to fight Covid-19. 

• Loss of capital projects – the cost of restarting some projects prevented the Client from completing the 
project. This prevents clients from getting their return on the investment they made on the construction 
project.  

Consultant responses; 
• Project failure due to stoppages – key project objectives were not achieved as it was hard to complete 

projects within the agreed time and agreed to cost. 
• Loss of income due to inactivity – lack of consulting activities implied no payment, therefore income 

sources were blocked by lockdowns. 
• Loss of contraction projects – some clients did not have enough funding to restart projects due to the high 

cost of remobilization. 
• Disruption of work program due to staff illness – work schedules were affected, it was hard to plan due to 

self-isolation or quarantining of key staff members who got infected by the virus. 
Contractor responses; 

• Loss of income – lockdown did not permit contractors to work; therefore no payment was done due to the 
inactivity. 

• Loss of construction projects – some projects could not restart after the lockdown due to the high cost of 
remobilization. 

• Disruption of work program due to staff illness – work schedules were affected, it was hard to plan due to 
self-isolation or quarantining of key staff members who got infected by the virus. 

• It was difficult to manage projects as staff members worked from home. This leads to delays in project 
activities as many staff members could not physically go on-site and conduct works.  

• Retrenchment of workers as a result of shelving of projects. Without projects, contractors downsized the 
number of employees to suit available resources. 

• Building materials which are usually imported from neighbouring countries became scarce due to travel 
and import restriction. This led to a shortage of materials and disruption of construction programs. 

• Poverty-stricken during the shutdown. Most casual employees were poverty-stricken during the lockdown 
as they did not receive salaries. Casual construction workers rely on work hours to get paid, without the 
work, nothing was paid. Some employees were fortunate to receive food aid from the government. 
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5. Conclusion 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has brought suffering amoung all parties of a construction project. The challenges faced 
differing from one party to another. As a result of the lockdown, construction activities were halted. This affected 
suppliers of construction material, contractors, consultants and clients. Companies faced financial challenges and 
some even closed permanently due to lack of activity. After lockdown restrictions were lifted, most projects came 
back to life whilst a few remained shelved. One of the reasons for shelving projects is the high cost of remobilization 
and additional cost resulting from applying COVID-19 guidelines. The construction industry is not the same as the 
pre-COVID-19 era as most contractors have indicated that the industry is no longer the same. There are new 
challenges faced during the outbreak era. The virus has not been eliminated. There are constant work disruptions due 
when some key workers falling sick or getting quarantined. The cost of completion is high because of the new work 
COVID-19 compliance regulations which come at a cost.  
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