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South Africa in Crisis Through a Division of Power

Rarely in history has a once respected head of state (Thabo Mbeki) seen such a rapid and drastic decline in his public image! If President Mbeki continues to do what he's been doing lately for the remaining year of his term in office, he runs the risk of being classified by some as being in the same class as his "father figure" friend Robert Mugabe. Many believe that the only way to stop the vicious infighting in the ruling African National Congress (ANC) and the widespread devastation it is causing is to hold a general election this year. To elect a new parliament in September or October of 2008 is perhaps the only face-saving exit strategy for Thabo Mbeki. After the past few weeks even the most rabid opponents of Jacob Zuma (President of the African National Congress) are saying that anything would be better than more of the Mbeki presidency.  At the same time Zuma is facing a serious charge of corruption over his dealings with a French company in the arms industry. Seeing that Zuma's court case will probably start later this year, it would probably mean that Kgalema Motlanthe could well be the country’s next president, at least until Zuma's legal tribulations are over. At this point the country could do a lot worse than the present deputy leader of the ANC, with his steady hand and calm personality. But like it or not, politically South Africa currently sits uncomfortably between a rock and a very hard place.

In a sense the ANC has itself to blame.  In 1994, when the ANC took power in South Africa’s first democratic vote, it should have harmonised the election for the president of the country with the election of the president of the ANC. This would have avoided the mess they find themselves in now. South Africans do not elect their president - the majority party or coalition after a general election does this in parliament. The fact that the Party (ANC) elected their new president (Jacob Zuma) 18 months before the end of Thabo Mbeki’s term as State President is at the heart of the malaise facing South Africa today  

South Africa is now living with two centres of power, the government on the one hand led by Mbeki, and the African National Congress led by Jacob Zuma. The longer the country must live with the effects of two centres of power, the more grievous will be the injury this democracy will endure, and ultimately confidence in the state is that much more undermined.

It is almost astonishing to see how a man who was so highly regarded nationally as well as internationally just a few years ago has gone into self-destruction mode as Mbeki has done. Mbeki began with a great initiative to restore Africa's pride and her place in the international community with the African Renaissance and the New Partnership For African Development (NEPAD). However his bizarre notions - his denial around HIV and Aids, his collusion to extend the evil reign of Robert Mugabe, and strange foreign policy decisions such as trying to prevent the United Nations Security Council from talking about the evil regimes in Myanmar (Burma) and Zimbabwe – have seriously tarnished his reputation.

As president of the republic, Mbeki allowed the undermining of society's democratic institutions such as the public protector, auditor-general, public broadcaster, and indeed parliament itself. While any one of these could be defended as an oversight, no one being perfect, collectively they paint a more worrying trend.

Perhaps as worrying is the effect these two centres of power and the bitter public squabbling between them is having on the psyche of the country. The more affluent speak of leaving the country, taking with them much needed valuable skills. Given, they are in a majority the privileged group of the past; this has become known as ‘the flight of the whites’.  Around ’the dinner tables’ and ‘coffee bars’ in these affluent suburbs one hears the oft repeated mantra that South Africa is sliding down the slippery slope into the chaos that is Zimbabwe today.


While this clearly is an exaggeration there is reason for concern. Inflation is running at its highest since 1994, now verging on 10%. Though crime statistics are slightly down the perception is crime is getting increasingly out of control. The pending forced closure of the crack anti serious crime unit, The Scorpions for what is perceived to be political interference, gives the impression the government is soft on crime.  Service delivery is slow causing sporadic outbreaks of community violence.  Load shedding, the South Africa euphemism for power cuts, has had a devastating impact on the economy, not least in the mining sector, leading to fears of a serious economic decline if such load-shedding persists. The failure to halt the political, socio-economic meltdown that is Zimbabwe today and the consequences for South Africa with the influx of Zimbabwean displaced people further exacerbates the concerns. The ugly head of xenophobia has raised its head in a number of South Africa townships sending shivers up the spine of people who see the much fought for and sought after culture of human rights being eroded before their very eyes.  Yes indeed: there is cause for concern in South Africa today.

And that is why there is perhaps more than ever a need for a unified strong government able to deal with these enormous challenges. If the government on the one hand and the ANC on the other continue to give conflicting views on so many issues, public concern will be on the rise. The only plausible way forward at the moment would be to bring forward the next general election and allow whoever is nominated by the ANC (it is highly unlikely the ANC will lose their majority in an election) to rule the country with one single, clear, strong voice.
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