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Update South Africa: April 2010

South African politics seems to rotate more than anything else around personalities. Policy, delivery and stability play second fiddle to the personality of the day. In the recent months, the spotlight has been on President Zuma – not over his handling of the country, but over the handling of his own private life. It was common knowledge that he had three wives and many children at the time of his inauguration. Indeed all three “first wives” were present at that inauguration. Since then, what seemed to annoy the country is that he took a fourth wife and had a child out of wedlock. With all their faults, the South Africans remain a morally conservative people. There is no doubt that their displeasure was made known in many ways that they simply would not tolerate his leadership if it led to the moral decay of the country. President Zuma reacted as he always does by side-stepping the contentious issues. There is no doubt that his recent trip to the British Isles and how he was lambasted in the British press for his lifestyle was a sober wake up call that this kind of behaviour is not tolerated and cannot be excused under the guise of a cultural heritage. However, though the message was made loud and clear about his lifestyle he still does well in the opinion polls. This is largely due to the fact that he is a hard worker and not afraid to get involved when service delivery unrest occurs; as it does on a regular basis. He also seems to be a good Ambassador to the country at the level of the United Nations, the African Union and the G20. 

Far more serious is the continuous outbursts of the President of the African National Congress Youth League, Julius Malema. Time and again he embarrasses his political party and the country in the guise of speaking out for the poor and marginalized. However, this came to the fore recently when he contradicted President Zuma’s and the government’s stance on the Zimbabwe issue and openly gave his “undying support” to President Mugabe and the continuous invasion of farms in that country. Clearly he had crossed the line and was rebuked publicly by President Zuma. The African National Congress will hold its own disciplinary hearing into his behaviour. It will be interesting to note if the party is strong enough to sanction such a well known personality in the country.  

The senseless and brutal murder of the extreme right-wing leader, Eugene Terreblanche, was one of those moments when the country held its breath. What would be the reaction of the extreme right? To their credit, though sad and annoyed, they rose to the occasion and while condemning this terrible murder they vowed to remain part of the democratic process of South Africa. Had Terreblanche been murdered ten years earlier, this may have been enough to ignite the extreme right in a violent challenge to the state. However, ten years on it seems that the very arduous and difficult path of forging a new national identity among all South Africans has taken a considerable step forward. Though there is a long way still to go, we have travelled a long road so far. 

There is no doubt that an air of optimism and expectation is gaining momentum in South Africa as the country fast approaches the dawn of the first World Cup tournament ever to be played on African soil. The antics of Malema and the murder of Terreblanche were largely used to discredit South Africa’s capacity to be hosts, but to their credit they have weathered the storm. Five new impressive stadiums have been built and a further five substantially refurbished to meet FIFA requirements. This brought a massive injection of finance and labour into the South African economy, to the point South Africa was largely able to ride the wave of the economic depression that hit the world in recent years. Tens of thousands more found employment in the building and refurbishing of stadiums, while tens of thousands more found gainful employment in a massive road improvement infrastructure program to be completed before the World Cup begins. Public transport and airport facilities have been significantly beefed-up. The irony is that as the World Cup comes closer, the majority of these people will lose their jobs. 

One positive spin off is the emergence of Bed and Breakfast accommodation in previously disadvantaged areas such as Soweto. In fact, a new tourist culture is growing, attracting as it does thousands to savour “township” life and real African hospitality. The World Cup, bringing with it so many supporters, is destined to exploit further this new tourist initiative. 

Though the World Cup certainly has taken the national psyche away from their daily struggles, the issues such as high unemployment, unacceptable levels of crime, poor health and education facilities and an inability of government to deliver the most basic needs to its citizens, remain the challenge of the day. It is predicable that when the euphoria of the World Cup has long died down these burning issues will come to the fore once again, placing as they do an incredible challenge to the government to rise above the rhetoric and deliver a safer, more prosperous nation for all. 
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