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Jacob Zuma and the 2009 South African General Election

2009 is election year in South Africa, a mandatory constitutional obligation to consult the general population every five years. The last general election having been held in 2004. The election will most likely take place in the first six months of the year, and there is little doubt the tri-party alliance made up of the African National Congress (ANC), The Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU) and the South African Communist Party (CP), will take the honors. To date the tri-party alliance has campaigned under the ANC banner.  

South Africans do not elect their members of parliament directly. Each party puts forward an election list, and those highest on the list attend parliament in proportion to the percentage of the national vote received. For example, if the alliance (under the banner of the ANC) receives a total of 65% of the national vote, they would then take up 65% of the 400 seats in parliament, a total of 260 seats. The first 260 names on the tri-party electoral list would automatically become members of parliament. It needs to be pointed out that the drafting of such electoral lists for any party is a highly contentious issue, particularly around party unity. 

It is the same for the president of the country.  South Africans do not elect their president directly. The party that receives the largest percentage of the national vote nominates the president. This is usually the party leader. Given it is highly likely the ANC will be the party with the highest majority vote, one would expect that Jacob Zuma, who won the party leadership from Thabo Mbeki in December 2007, would be the next South African president. But all is not well in the ruling party and therefore there is much speculation around who in fact will be the next South African president. This relates primarily to the divisions in the ANC, which have hardened since Zuma took charge of the party in 2007. Current events which are souring the political mood include, the scarping of the most effective crime busting unit known as the Scorpions, the meltdown of the national broadcaster (SABC), the mismanagement of  the national electricity carrier (Eskom) and consequent power shortages, and the fuel price rises, all of which require government power to redress. But President Mbeki seems to have become a lame duck president who has tired of governing South Africa. The ANC has decided it will not force him to step down, meaning that Zuma will hold effective power without office for at least the next nine months.

But it is the protracted corruption case hanging over Jacob Zuma that will not only determine South Africa’s likely new leader, but will also be the toughest of tests yet for the country’s infant democracy and for the ANC’s shaky paper-thin unity. Zuma has notched up 16 charges including racketeering, corruption, money-laundering and fraud, which his camp is pretending does not exist. The bottom-line strategy of the ANC president and his lieutenants is to delay the judicial process until after he is elected national president.  This could take the form of either passing a law to prevent charges against sitting presidents or via a petition to the national director of public prosecutions. The justification is that a number of countries have similar provisions.  Zuma’s lawyers have already succeeded in delaying the trial until 2009. The August 4th (2008) trial date previously agreed has now been set aside for a review application, where his lawyers will argue that the National Prosecuting Authority should have given him an opportunity to respond to the charges before taking a decision to recharge him.

If he loses this application, he will undoubtedly file an appeal. A further application for a permanent stay of prosecution, citing violation of his constitutional rights, is also in the wings.  These processes could easily continue into 2010. This will not only prolong political and economic uncertainty and government paralysis, the decision over what to do with a party president facing a long trial may deepen divisions within the ANC and hurt its electoral fortunes.

Paralysis has set in at every level of government as politicians adopt a wait and see approach to the leadership battle. Those in the Mbeki camp,  and there are many, know that their time is soon up and have no reason to up their performance, as they look to retirement or lucrative positions in the corporate world.

Zuma strategists are now hoping that the trial will be indefinitely postponed, or at least dragged out until after next years elections. This will give him much- needed breathing space and once elected as president of the country he may be in a better position to secure some kind of amnesty.  He is openly threatening the ANC that if he is convicted, he will not go alone. Nevertheless, South Africa can ill-afford a continually dragged out trial and the paralysis that the uncertainty over the ANC leadership brings.

There is however a plan ‘B’.  The Congress of South African Trade Unions and the South African Communist Party, while calling for the formidable corruption charges against Zuma to be dropped, are maneuvering to get the ANC deputy president Kgalema Motlanthe to replace Zuma, if or when he falls. However, this could well be contested by the more populist left of the party who see Motlanthe as been too close to the Mbeki camp. Cyril Ramaphosa, the former ANC general secretary and millionaire businessman, can not be ruled out as a possible figure that could unite the slowly disintegrating ANC party. Party unity and the desire to keep control of power may prove enough for the emergence of Ramaphosa as the front runner for 2009. We are in for exciting times in South Africa and only time will tell!
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