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Update South Africa: June  2009

The last three months has seen tremendous change in the South African political landscape. Jacob Zuma, the President of the ANC, had faced a protracted legal challenge over a three year period, which gripped the nation. He had been charged with among other things, money laundering, racketeering and corruption. However, the case was finally decided in March and he was acquitted on the grounds of political interference in the case. The finger was pointed at former President Mbeki, whom the court implied had interfered in the proceedings of the case. This was all it took to exonerate Zuma from all charges and leave the way open to become the fourth President of South Africa since 1994. 

The run-up to the April 22nd national elections was by far the smoothest since the formation of the new state. Political tolerance and virtually no violence showed how much South Africa had matured over the years into a normal working democracy. The old animosities between the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) and the African National Congress(ANC) did not raise their ugly head in the same extent as previous elections. Indeed there was robust electioneering and the ANC in particular led a formidable campaign. In the run-up to the election, the Nobel Laureate, the Dalai Lama, was refused a visa to enter South Africa. This proved to be a national embarrassment but it is largely believed that the ANC refused the Dalai Lama in a trade-off with the Chinese government for support in their electoral campaign; though in fairness, it has to be said that this has not been proven beyond doubt. 

The main issue in the run-up to the elections was whether or not the new party, COPE (The Congress of the People), which emerged from the ANC as a fall-out over the dismissal of former President Mbeki by his own party in September 2008, would make any significant impact. It must be understood that they had very little time between September 2008 and April 2009 to put their party on the road and to match the ANC campaign. 

Election Day came and went without any interference and a very large turn-out of 78% of the electorate cast their vote. The results took a few days to correlate but very soon it became clear that the ANC would not lose much of its support. The question was would they receive a two-thirds majority, and this they almost did coming in with 65.6% of the national vote. The new emerging party COPE received a credible 8%, while the main opposition, the Democratic Alliance received 14 %. The last 12 % or so was shared out by 24 other parties, which meant that these smaller parties were all but annihilated. 

South Africa can now speak of three main parties and the possibility of a coalition between the Democratic Alliance and COPE in the years to come cannot be ignored. However, there is no doubt that the ANC remains clearly at the helm of the country for the next five years. Jacob Zuma against all odds had achieved what many believed was unachievable, the position of President of South Africa. 

He moved swiftly and expanded the cabinet with a number of new faces which we know very little about. He did however create a number of new cabinet positions, which clearly are there to speed up social delivery. Chief among these is the Department of Economic Planning, headed by the extremely popular, competent and capable former Finance Minister, Trevor Manuel. He also divided the Department of Education into two between Higher and Lower Learning, which again shows the government’s commitment to improving the educational system. He created a particular department to accommodate the more marginalized people under the grand name of the Department of Women, Youth, Children and People with Disabilities. The women’s voice in the country was a little upset with being lumped together in such a strange ministry.

However, to show his commitment to women, Zuma appointed women to the premiership of four of the eight provinces, the ANC control in the country; much to the surprise of many in his own party. The remaining province is controlled by the Democratic Alliance and headed also by a woman.

The opening of Parliament and Zuma’s first State of the Nation Address surprised one and all, including the opposition. Delivery is the cornerstone of his presidency. He outlined in detail the programme of action he intends to carry out, the checks and balances that have been put in place to ensure this is done and the end result of delivery really getting to the poorest of the poor. From the onset he has set himself up as the President for the poor, and in a country with so many differentials between the rich and the poor, no one could challenge him on this approach. There is a feeling in the country that the man should be given a chance and the eyes of the nation are very clearly on him and his new cabinet. These are early days yet but recent events, such as the sacking of a minister who was only 25 days on the job, shows that a new era has dawned in the area of incompetence and corruption. 

With a year to go to the World Cup, the hype around this tournament grows in the country and South Africa is painfully aware that it must deliver a triumphant World Cup, not for itself alone, but for the African continent. This is a daunting task, but it is a task that is uniting the country in a spirit of optimism like nothing before. Time will tell but there is a will to deliver and a plan to make this delivery happen. There is no doubt that the issue of the World Cup will be a dominant force in all aspects of South African life in the year to come. 
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