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the next few months will be of particular significance for South Africans. Not only 
will this period be decisive for how we move into the future, it may also provide 
new insight on the ways in which our past still haunt us.

The election of the African National Congress’ new leadership at its National 
Conference in December later this year, as well as the policy directions that the 
organisation will adopt there, will provide important pointers to the role that 
leadership and policy will play in shaping this country’s future. Many expected the 
ruling party’s National Policy Conference in June to be a rehearsal for things to 
come in December. This did not happen, says Zwelethu Jolobe, who has contributed 
an article on the response with which the ANC’s widely publicised documents were 
received by delegates at the June conference.

In response to William Gumede’s article on cheque book politics in our previous 
issue, Thomas Koelble notes that while party patronage in the higher echelons may 
severely distort the outcomes of democratic processes in the future, such 
relationships at the local government level may do even more damage to erode 

confidence in the ability of the State to care for its citizens. This, he argues, will only be countered 
once we strengthen important oversight institutions.

The exercise of compiling South Africa’s African Peer Review Report has presented the country 
with an important opportunity to establish essential baselines against which the country can 
measure its economic and socio-political progress in years to come. This process has not 
escaped controversy, and as Ralph Mathekga writes, government has had to contend with 
accusations of having stage-managed the release of a report that could potentially be damaging 
to its reputation. It, in return, has counter-argued that critical civil society organisations have not 
relied on facts and have rather chosen to ignore significant steps that have been taken to remedy 
key social challenges. Mathekga, suggests that this ongoing tension between government and 
organised civil society may undermine the essence of the review mechanism, namely, self-
reflection and self-criticism.

The trials of prominent members of the apartheid establishment for alleged human rights 
abuses also forced us to look back at a past that in many ways still presents an obstacle to the 
shaping of a common future. IJR executive director, Charles Villa-Vicencio, reflects on the 
context of these trials and the reasonable expectations that we should have of their outcomes. 
A related article looks at some of the latest insights that the 2007 round of the SA Reconciliation 
Barometer Survey can provide with regard to the question of prosecutions and historical justice.

The theme of historical justice also features prominently in a report on an event with the 
theme, ‘Engaging Past Injustice Today’, that the IJR hosted together with the southern African 
office of the German Herman Böll Foundation. With addresses by Ms Marianne Birthler, Federal 
Commissioner for the Stasi Files of the former East Germany, and Verne Harris, programme 
manager at the Nelson Mandela Foundation’s Centre for Memory, the event reflected on the 
accessibility of official files that document the human rights abuses of authoritarian regimes.

We hope that this issue of the SA Reconciliation Barometer Newsletter will provide you, as in 
the past, with stimulating reading. We appreciate your feedback and look forward to hearing 
your comments on this issue, as well as on others to come.

Jan Hofmeyr
Project coordinator of the SA Reconciliation Project at the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation
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t
he decision of the National Prosecution Authority (NPA) to 
prosecute several police functionaries from the previous regime 
is welcome. Former minister Adriaan Vlok and former police 
commissioner Johan van der Merwe, as well as former police 
officers Christoffel Smith, Gert Otto and Johannes van Staden 

have been the first to face the application of the basic premise of 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) that amnesty from 
prosecution required that they participate, and provide truthful and 
complete information. 

It also raises crucial questions about: 
Reconciliation: 

 Former President de Klerk warned that the prosecutions should be 
undertaken with ‘the greatest sensitivity and circumspection’ 
because of the potential negative impact on national reconciliation. 
Fair comment. However, it needs to be recognised that a national 
survey conducted by this institute at the close of the TRC shows that 
the majority of victims identify truthfulness, acknowledgement and 
an apology as prerequisites for reconciliation. Our SA Reconciliation 
Barometer has, in turn, consistently shown that the primary cause 
of division in South Africa is the gap between rich and poor. 

Memory: 
 Some suggest it is time to have closure on the past and move on. 
But Timothy Garton Ash reminds us that ‘often it is the victims 
who are cursed by memory, while perpetrators are blessed by 
forgetting’.

Prosecutions: 
 ‘Why do those who killed my sister prolong my suffering by 
refusing to tell me where to find her body?’ asked Thembi 
Simelane-Nkadimeng, the sister of Nokuthula Simelane, who 
disappeared after being abducted by the Soweto Security Police 
in September 1993. ‘I am resorting to prosecutions now because 
it is the only option I have, but if I had an opportunity to sit down 
and talk, I would choose that.’ 

Accountability: 
 The rule of law requires accountability. The TRC recommended 
that those who either failed to receive or chose not to apply for 
amnesty under the Commission’s provisions should be prosecuted. 
We agonise about crime. Justice is, however, a seamless cloth 
that necessarily covers all crime, including political crime, while 
reserving space for mercy and discretion. 

If people of the level of prominence enjoyed by Mr Vlok and General 
van der Merwe during the apartheid era break their silence on the 
past, it could encourage others to do the same, taking this nation a 
step closer to finding closure on the past. It is my hope that Mr Vlok, 
General van der Merwe and the other accused, despite the outcome of 
the trial, make full and complete disclosures of what they know about 
the attempted poisoning of Rev. Frank Chikane. It is also essential 
that they supply any information they may have concerning any other 
apartheid-era crimes.

The extent to which the NPA regulations for the prosecution of 
such crimes are implemented behind closed doors will limit the very 
disclosure that our nation needs for victims and others to find closure 
on at least some aspects of the past. 

It is regrettable that those whom the NPA have prosecuted, together 
with the victims and survivors of the past and the nation as a whole, 
are taken through the trauma associated with prosecutions without in 
the end being sure that the full truth is made known. 

Only once the truth is disclosed, the circumstances of past atrocities 
are made known, and the attitude of the accused towards the suffering 
they have caused is publicly declared, will a court be in a position to 
decide on the extent to which mercy and possible discretion can be 
shown. 

There are probably few South Africans looking for revenge – and I for 
one hope that the punishment the court hands down reflects the spirit 
of reconciliation captured in the postamble of the Interim Constitution 
that gave birth to the TRC. It encourages us to engage the past on a 
basis of ‘understanding but not vengeance, a need for reparation but 
not for retaliation, a need for ubuntu but not for victimisation’. The 
underlying condition for this commitment is accountability and truth. 
In order to regain our national moral compass we dare not demand 
anything less – and some would argue, this is not enough. 

Dr Charles Villa-Vicencio
Executive director of the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation 
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The trial of high-profile South Africans on charges of alleged involvement 
in apartheid-era crimes presented an important opportunity to engage 
with our past and our common future. It is crucial that our media 
understands the need for both, writes JAN HOFMEYR. 

� PAGE Institute for Justice and Reconciliation

accurate analysis crucial  
as high-profile apartheid trials 
commence 

i
n the wake of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), 
government has on occasions been criticised by a number of 
interest and victim groups for not doing enough to pursue alleged 
apartheid-era human-rights abusers who did not receive or apply 

for amnesty. The National Directorate for Public Prosecutions (NPA) 
responded early last year with a new set of directives for the 
prosecution of apartheid-era crimes. The recently concluded trial of 
former minister of police, Adriaan Vlok, former police commissioner, 
Johan van der Merwe and their co-accused was the first to take place 
under the new directives. 

One of the important features of these new parameters is a provision 
that due consideration be given to the question of whether a 
prosecution would be in the ‘national interest’. This implies that it will 
be left to the discretion of the NPA to decide what impact a particular 
prosecution would have on broader social relations in the country. This 
is a difficult task and requires great sensitivity to the public mood at 
any given time. 

But what do ordinary South Africans who are not intimately involved 
in transitional justice debates think about the progress made thus far 
with regard to apartheid-era prosecutions? In the 2007 round of 

the SA Reconciliation Barometer (SARB) Survey – an annual survey 
conducted by the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation (IJR) to track 
socio-political variables that might impact on national reconciliation – 
respondents were prompted for their opinion on this question. The 
survey, which was conducted amongst a nationally representative 
sample in all nine provinces across South Africa, contained the 
following statement: ‘Government has done enough to prosecute the 
perpetrators of apartheid era crimes’. Respondents were asked to 
indicate their level of agreement on a scale ranging from strongly 
agree to strongly disagree. 

The results run contrary to our expectation that South Africans would 
have strong opinions on this issue. In the survey, 35.3% of respondents 
agreed that government has indeed done enough to prosecute alleged 
perpetrators, while 25.�% disagreed. Yet, 2�.3% were uncertain 
whether it was the case, and 15.2% said that they ‘don’t know’. This 
means that �1.7%, a very significant proportion of the population, do 
not hold a particular opinion on this issue. When the country’s four 
constitutive population groups’ responses are analysed (see Figure 1), 
none of them, with the exception of white South Africans with a 52.9% 
agreement level, holds a predominant view either in agreement or 
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disagreement with the statement. For each of the groups that were 
disenfranchised under apartheid, the difference between those in 
agreement and those in disagreement is small, while the remainder is 
made up of undecided responses. The highest level of disagreement 
was registered amongst coloured respondents. Uncertain responses 
were highest amongst Indians, and black South Africans recorded the 
highest level of ‘don’t know’ responses. 

Before trying to understand what these results mean, it is important 
to remember that this survey was conducted in April and May this year, 
prior to the announcement of the imminent prosecution of Vlok, Van der 
Merwe and the others. These findings, therefore, reflect responses to 
government’s general track record on this issue since the conclusion of 
the work of the TRC.

Let us look at the absence of clear-cut responses to the survey 
question. To contend that this implies disinterest amongst such a large 
percentage of South Africans does not make sense. Given the large 
number of unsolved deaths and disappearances during the apartheid 
era that still evoke strong feelings, such a suggestion simply does not 

‘Had the survey been 
conducted after the 
trial, it would in all 
likelihood have elicited 
stronger opinions for or 
against apartheid-era 
prosecutions’

hold sway. Arguably, it reflects on the quantity and quality of information 
on all aspects of the prosecutions that have been communicated to, and 
understood by, ordinary South Africans. 

Had the survey been conducted after the trial, it would in all 
likelihood have elicited stronger opinions for or against apartheid-
era prosecutions. The critical difference between then and now is of 
course the degree of media attention that the Vlok and Van Der Merwe 
trial has received. It is highly likely that the extensive coverage of the 
trial would have influenced those in the survey without a definitive 
opinion. This fact underlines the important role that the media plays 
in galvanising public opinion on the issue of historical confrontation. 
It places significant responsibility – dare one say of national interest 
– on those conveying the messages.

The national interest in this regard will not be defined so much by the 
positions taken for or against the trials as it will by how the underlying 
need to find truth and ultimately reconciliation is communicated to 
readers and audiences across the country. Due to the regrettable 
delays in reaching finality on the new prosecution directives, re-
education on the context within which prosecutions take place should 
also form part of this responsibility. 

Young white South Africans between the ages of 16 and 3� present a 
case in point. The 2007 round of the SARB Survey shows that despite 
overwhelming evidence to the contrary before the TRC, only �9.6% 
of this group agree with the statement that: ‘In the past the state 
committed horrific atrocities against those struggling against apartheid.’ 
27.2% disagreed and 23.2% said that they did not know whether it was 
the case. Because the existence of historical injustice forms one of the 
key premises for social transformation in South Africa, such opinions 
– or in some cases, the lack of any opinion – might unfortunately 
inform their thinking on other socio-political issues as well.

The trial of Vlok and Van der Merwe, as well as others to come, will 
present an important opportunity to rectify such perceptions.They have 
the potential to facilitate meaningful engagement with the past, to 
foster trust in our democratic and judicial processes, and hopefully, 
also to inspire South Africans to participate in initiatives to build an 
inclusive, common future. To do so we need to engage with credible 
information and analysis that will lay the foundation for constructive 
debate on these issues. The question is whether we will get it. 

Jan Hofmeyr is the project coordinator of the SA Reconciliation Barometer 
Project at the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation.
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t
he trial of former police minister, Adriaan Vlok, and the former 
police commissioner has once again focused attention on how we 
as a country deal with our tragic past. Arguably, however, such 
focus will be shortlived before public attention shifts once again 

to more ‘pressing’ issues such as crime or the ‘struggle for the heart 
and soul’ of the ruling party. 

Ironically we often lose sight of the fact that these current debates 
are firmly grounded in, and therefore inextricably linked to, our past. 
Public debates on poverty, inequality and at present around the popular, 
but weakly defined term, social cohesion, all presuppose previous 
injustice. For such debates to be constructive, we need to depart from 
the collective or general understanding of what comprised such 
injustice, how it was perpetrated and by whom. Without this minimum 
consensus, public dialogue will have failed to find – and indeed in some 
instances already has – solutions to the many challenges still facing 
our country. 

The question of how to deal with the memory of political crimes in  
the wake of a democratic transition has been posed in many new 
democracies. At the heart of this lies the challenge to employ such 
memories in a way that heals rather than exacerbates inherited 
internal divisions.

South Africa’s most public response to this question has been the 
establishment of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), which 
will be remembered by most South Africans for the face-to-face public 
encounters between perpetrators and victims. Another approach to 
engaging constructively with the memory of an oppressive past has 
been the united Germany's response to dealing with the abuses 
committed by the State Security Service (Stasi) of the former German 

Democratic Republic (GDR), or East Germany as it was commonly 
known. In the wake of the German unification in 1990, the Office of 
the Federal Commissioner for the Files of the State Security Service 
of the Former GDR was created to provide access to information on the 
extent to which the former East German state determined the destinies 
of its citizens. This institution has been instrumental in providing 
information not only to ordinary people who lived in the GDR, but also 
to broader public enquiries about the Stasi’s influence on specific events.

In July the IJR, together with the Heinrich Böll Foundation of 
Germany, hosted a public discussion with the theme ‘Engaging Past 
Injustice Today: Experiences in documenting the Apartheid and East 
German Regimes’. The event was addressed by the Federal 
Commissioner for the Stasi Files, Marianne Birthler, and Verne Harris 
from the Nelson Mandela Foundation’s Centre for Memory.

Birthler, one of Germany’s most influential thinkers on the question of 
public memory relating to the former East Germany, recounted the last 
days of its existence and laid particular emphasis on the fact that the 
transition, as well as her office, were the products of popular pressure. 
There was a strong insistence that the Stasi Files should not only be 
preserved for archival purposes, but that they should also be made 
accessible to ordinary people whose lives have been affected by the 
work of the Stasi. The need existed for an institution that was more 
than an historical resource – it also needed to help ordinary citizens of 
the former GDR to come to terms with their authoritarian past.

Today this office, which has regional branches in each of the new 
federal states, is the custodian of more than 170km of Stasi files. With 
almost 2 000 employees, the office facilitates access to individual files, 
reconstructs damaged files, promotes knowledge about the GDR’s past, 

A public discussion on South African 
and German experiences regarding 
the documentation of oppression 
recently highlighted the importance 
of the retrieval and preservation of 
official state records of repression, 
writes JAN HOFMEYR. 

critical 
 

for constructive engagement 
with the past
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and also serves as an intelligence source for companies and government 
agencies that want to verify the past records of their employees. 

Reflecting on the South African experience, Verne Harris noted that a 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission investigation managed to locate 
and uncover a substantial accumulation of security records, despite 
massive destruction by the former security agencies in the early 
nineties. Given the richness of the information that these records 
contained, the TRC recommended: firstly, that they be placed under the 
control of the National Archives; secondly, that they take the 
investigation into state security records further; and thirdly, that the 
National Archives receive resources to conduct this work. Harris added 
that in comparison to the recommendations of the Stasi Files Act, 
these proposals were modest, partly because of financial constraints, 
but also as a result of the pragmatism that characterised the 
negotiated transition.

Despite their modesty, Harris feels that there has been little 
commitment from the post-apartheid state to give effect to these 
recommendations. According to him, the National Archives are at 
present neither resourced nor mandated to audit surviving apartheid 
security-service records. Moreover the Archives haven’t engaged very 
proactively with the authorities to extend the TRC’s enquiry into these 
records – as was proposed. Instead the majority of these records are 

still in the hands of the country’s security agencies, from which the 
Archives maintain a ‘respectful distance’. 

Where security-service records have been actively pursued, the 
initiative came from civil society organisations, such as the South 
African History Archive (SAHA) of which Harris was director. In their 
quest to obtain relevant records, SAHA was opposed by several of the 
security agencies and had to resort to legal means to ensure that 
records publicly tabled before the TRC are moved to the National 
Archives. Even more disturbingly, they found that the great majority of 
TRC files may have disappeared.

In the discussion session that followed the two papers, most comments 
and questions were directed at the perceived lack of commitment that 
the post-apartheid government has shown in this regard. According to 
Harris, this behaviour cannot be seen in isolation from the context 
within which South Africa’s transition took place. Deals have been struck 
behind closed doors, and Harris believes that there are people in 
prominent positions today that have a vested interest in the status quo.

Birthler agreed that the political context during a transition plays an 
important role in determining the fate of state security records in the 
new society. She believes that the complete demise of the GDR as a 
sovereign entity helped them to retrieve records that might otherwise 
have gone missing. She contrasted the GDR experience with that of 
other former East Block states, where old-order security operatives 
were incorporated into new agencies, as has also been the case in 
South Africa. This has allowed for a much more efficient destruction of 
files from the inside.

But Birthler also reminded the audience that the reluctance of 
governments to release information unless pressured to do so is a 
world-wide phenomenon. She related how during the negotiations for 
unification, neither the West nor the East German governments showed 
much appetite for the idea of a separate Stasi Archive. Both parties 
favoured the idea of locating the security records at the German 
National Archive – a move that would have limited public access to 
them. Were it not for the public pressure to create a separate and 
accessible office, Birthler’s institution would never have seen the light 
of day.

This raises the question of why there has not been a stronger public 
insistence for access to South Africa's records. Can this important 
distinction between the two cases be ascribed to a lack of public 
interest in this country? Harris rejected such a notion and blamed it 
on the high degree of alienation that occurred in the wake of the TRC’s 
public hearings. In the course of these hearings many old wounds 
were opened, but the overall government response to the TRC’s 
recommendations fell short of providing the conditions necessary for 
them to heal, he argued. 

According to Harris, government owes it to its citizens to revisit the 
TRC’s recommendations regarding state-security records. He noted that 
the legal mandates and mandated institutions do exist. Even the resources 
required are available. All that seems to be lacking at this stage is the 
political will to follow these recommendations through.  

 

 
Jan Hofmeyr is the project coordinator of the SA Reconciliation Barometer 
Project at the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation. 

‘the National Archives are at present neither 
resourced nor mandated to audit surviving 
apartheid security-service records’
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Assertive institutions should stand at the forefront in the fight against corruption, writes THOMAS KOELBLE.

the politics of the belly
coRRuPtion:
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w
illiam Gumede is correct in the previous issue of this 
publication (‘Democracy to the highest bidder’, 5[1]: 
12–13) that ‘cheque-book politics’ is a phenomenon we 
need to worry about. It should however not be the only 
focus in our debate on corruption. 

The argument made that good ANC politicians and officials are being 
corrupted by the financial power of the multinational corporations is an 
all-too-simple avenue out of and away from the fundamental issue that 
corruption begins at a much lower level of interaction between 
government and society, namely, that of the local government ‘servant’. 
The equation between corruption and the corporation may fit the 
politically correct gestures of government ministers, most recently in 
Geraldine Fraser-Moleketi’s, who praised the virtues of ubuntu in 
fighting corruption (Mail and Guardian, March 9–15, 2007). The fact is 
that Africa is not as awash with foreign direct investment or multi-
national corporations as it is with low levels of transparency and 
financial accountability. We must ask the questions: why is this so and 
what can we do about it?

These questions can only be answered through a careful historical 
comparative analysis of state development in the post-colony. The heart 
of the matter is that, very often, the post-colonial state resembles its 
colonial predecessor in a number of ways. Many of the organisational 
and institutional norms, values and ways of dealing with issues are 
taken over from the precursor – despite the professions of the new 
elites or the brilliant constitutions they produce. These new political 
elites, in Africa and elsewhere, have been quick to seize upon the benefits 
that accrue to those in control of the state apparatus. Moreover, these 
political elites have learnt very quickly that the population lacks the 
ability to challenge those in the state machinery. Conditioned to be 
subjects and not concerned citizens, the majority of the population 
acquiesces to the machinations of the new rulers. Only if the majority 
of citizens begin to challenge those they appoint to serve them to 
actually do so, will those in power be called to account. 

For that to happen there have to be channels and institutional 
mechanisms in place that make life uncomfortable for the corrupt 
official or politician, and that allow citizens and whistleblowers 
recourse against such wrong-doing. It does therefore come as no 
surprise that several self-serving individuals are irritated by independent 
Scorpions or other watchdog institutions that cast light upon shady 
activities. Corruption flourishes in an environment of non-transparent 
interaction and limited accountability. 

The debate about the cost of oversight institutions is indicative of the 
depth of the South African problem and serves as a partial explanation 
of why South Africa has plummeted in the Transparency International 
corruption rankings. Our constitution has created oversight institutions 
along the lines of several western democratic regimes, but the government 
has failed, on the whole, to support these adequately with resources, 
administrative teams and legal clout to make them work effectively. If 
these institutions were as well equipped as, for instance, the SA Revenue 
Service, corruption would not be an issue! But then the new political 
elite realised very quickly that Scandinavian know-how was important 
in bringing in resources to the state but that similar Scandinavian-
honed techniques to curb corruption would infringe upon the ability to 
promote the politics of the belly at all levels of government. 

Let us take the example of a municipal manager or official and the 
array of opportunities open to this appointee. This person may be 
charged with the provision of clean water (or a myriad of other 
services) to his or her community. A clear case of where ubuntu might 
find bearing in service delivery, one might think. Yet, the official tenders 
the contract to a close associate or friend, despite the fact that there 
are more experienced companies available. And so the corruption 
merry-go-around begins. The friend, with little or no experience of 
providing water, provides a percentage of the profits to the official as 
a kick-back and/or makes a relative of the official a partner in the 
enterprise. The water supplier goes out and, if he or she completes the 
work at all, does so with the cheapest materials possible to improve 
the profit margin. Within days the leaks appear; within weeks the water 
supply is disrupted; within months the supply has evaporated and the 
system collapsed. Tax money has been spent, often unaccounted for, 
and the contractor moves on to fleece another part of the public service. 

That this is not an isolated event is well documented by one private 
watchdog institution, the Public Service Accountability Monitor (PSAM) 
housed at Rhodes University. Here, hundreds of these cases are 
captured for one province only – the Eastern Cape. And, as the PSAM 
clearly illustrates, not much is done about this kind of theft by national, 
provincial or local government. In the meantime the poor continue to 
suffer. No big multinational corporation involved here: just a bunch of 
‘hungry’ civil servants that feed themselves on the spoils of tax money.

Corruption is mostly a function of opportunism in a context of lax state 
institutions. The fight against corruption – whether public or private – 
requires functioning oversight institutions where, as in the SARS case, 
administrative channels function and where managerial capacity 
is ensured. 

South Africa is not short of anti-corruption legislation. The short-
comings lie clearly with some within the political elite, who are quite 
happy to benefit from a powerful economy and feel entitled to 
appropriate whatever is available. The fight is one the ANC has to 
conduct internally given the number of problems (ranging from party 
finances to arms deals to oil scandals) and consistent blockages of any 
investigations into possible conflicts of interest concerning some of its 
most influential operators. The rot has set in at the top as well as the 
bottom and so it is likely that we shall hear more about the big, bad 
multinational corporation tempting good politicians, of ubuntu, Black 
Economic Empowerment and African tradition as a means to combat 
the disease. But these smokescreens should not detract from the real 
causes, namely, feeble oversight institutions and a lack of political will 
to curb the excesses of those taking advantage of such institutional 
weakness.  

Thomas Koelble is Professor of Business Administration in Political 
Science at the Graduate School of Business, University of Cape Town. 
He is currently researching local government service delivery in 
1� Eastern and Western Cape municipalities supported through a grant 
by the National Research Foundation.

‘there have to be channels and institutional 
mechanisms in place that make life uncomfortable 
for the corrupt official or politician’
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t
he African National Congress (ANC) held its national policy 
conference (NPC) from 27–30 June. It had been punted by 
commentators as an opportunity for the party to shed more light 
on key and contentious policy areas. No less important, many 
hoped that it would provide answers as to the relative strength 

of those in the race for the leadership of the party. Coming on the 
heels of the national public service strike and amidst strained relations 
between the SA Communist Party and the allies of President Thabo 
Mbeki in the ANC, the NPC also presented a spot measure of the power 
struggle within the ANC and the Tripartite Alliance’s ability to shape 
social transformation. 

Resolution on these issues was not forthcoming; the NPC produced 
no obvious winners or losers. The discussion papers and 
recommendations seem to portend a leftward policy shift, and each 
alliance partner seemed to find continued comfort in the NPC. By and 
large, the conference codified broad principles that the ANC has 
embraced since its inauguration in 199�. As President Mbeki anticipated, 
the NPC carries ‘a long-established tradition of loyalty to principle’ and 
of continuity in the evolution of ANC policy. To the observer, it offered 
no significant policy changes or shifts in strategic focus.

But this should not come as a surprise. At the NPC, ANC policy 
proposals are reviewed and debated – not cast in stone. Ratification is 
the task of the national conference, which will take place at Polokwane 
in December this year. However, the NPC does frame the debate by 
establishing priorities, identifying favoured recommendations, and 
eliminating unworkable options or political poison pills. Through this 
power to set the agenda, its recommendations have an impact on the 
organisation’s preparations for the December conference and the 2009 
election manifesto.

On issues of social transformation, two key discussion documents 
emerged: one entitled Strategy and Tactics (S&T), and the other, Social 
Transformation. Both guide the methods by which the ANC government 
will develop policy and deploy personnel, but they are much more than 
just strategy memos. They also track the party’s progress towards what 
they call a ‘national democratic society’, characterised by the protection 
and promotion of socioeconomic rights and gender equality. 

Four key proposals on social transformation found expression in the 
discussion documents. The first envisioned a comprehensive social 
security system, including retirement benefits, social grants, and free 
services such as education and health care. This strategy would enable 
holistic and vigorous outreach while allowing for the benefits of a 
market-oriented paradigm. It ought to be more comprehensive and 
broadly focused than a basic income grant, and should guard against 
creating the concentrated employment market distortions for which 
basic income grants are notorious. 

The second proposal concerned health care and the priority to enhance 
equitable access to it. It called for the implementation of the National 
HIV/AIDS Strategy, as well as a National Health Insurance scheme. 

The third proposal targeted education reform, and included increased 
provision for no-fee schools, a review of teachers serving as councillors 
and improved access to higher education. 

Finally, the social transformation document called for the review of 
the willing-buyer/willing-seller principle in land restitution, the regulation 
and restriction of foreign land ownership and the formalisation of all 
informal settlements by 201�.

social 
tRansFoRmation
and the 

anc 
national Policy 
conFEREncE: 
the continuation of a 
delicate balancing act
ZWELETHU JOLOBE found little evidence of dramatic 
shifts in the ruling party’s approach to transforming 
society at its recent national policy conference.



intervene in property markets in order to curb the costs of construction. 
Moreover, it was resolved that municipalities should be tasked with the 
crafting of regulations that will reduce the number and size of informal 
settlements. 

A final recommendation concerned the establishment of a state 
pharmaceutical company to reduce the cost of medicine. 

Though far from clear, the conference’s ultimate impact may have to 
do with this particular frustration. The conference embraced an 
interventionist role for the ‘developmental state’ and a focus on 
poverty, indicating a shift to the left, and thus towards Cosatu and the 
SACP. But it is important not to overstate this alleged direction. The ANC 
remains committed to balancing the imperative for state intervention 
on one hand and the need for market-based solutions on the other. The 
ANC understands its reforms to be fundamentally market-based, 
encouraging capital investment and seeking to grow middle, business 
and capitalist classes. The anti-poverty initiatives championed at the 
NPC will serve as the backbone of policy, but the ANC remains 
committed to its pragmatic, centre-left course.  

Zwelethu Jolobe is a lecturer in political studies at the University of 
Cape Town.
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These proposals enjoyed a general consensus and were refined 
during discussion. On education, the conference recognised the need 
for continued debate and consensus-building on the viability of free 
education, but emphasised that maths and science should be mandatory, 
and that teachers be prohibited from serving as councillors. 

The notion of a basic income grant was once again rejected, but an 
extension of the child support grant was recommended. The conference 
resolved that in order to reduce dependency, grants must be linked to 
some form of employment. 

Two more discussion points that dealt with the question of social 
transformation related to the ownership of property. The first pertained 
to the need for regulation rather than prohibition of foreign ownership 
of land. As far as the related matter of housing is concerned, it was 
agreed that in some instances it would be appropriate for the state to 

‘The conference embraced an interventionist 
role for the “developmental state” and a focus 
on poverty, indicating a shift to the left’
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more than a year after intense self-assessment seminars 
and consultation forums, South Africans are still 
awaiting their country’s final African Peer Review 
Mechanism Report. We are led to believe that it will now 

be released in either July or August this year. Pressure is mounting on 
the government to desist from what its critics have termed the ‘stage 
managing’ of an apparently scathing report. 

The South African government’s initial response was controversial: 
while it did not reject outright the initial draft of the report, government 
has expressed doubts about its validity as a true reflection of South 
African citizens’ views on their country’s progress in areas such as 
democracy and political governance; economic governance and 
management; corporate governance; and socioeconomic rights. At the 
recent African Union Heads of State Summit in Ghana, where the report 
was tabled, government stated emphatically that, despite not concurring 
with all the report’s findings, it nevertheless wanted to promote critical 
engagement with the report and its proposed programme of action. 

The African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM) is an essential instrument 
of the continental initiative, the New Economic Partnership for Africa‘s 
Development (NEPAD). It offers member countries an opportunity for 
self-reflection on how governments are performing in different areas, 
ranging from economic, political, to social development. Its 
comprehensiveness – which involves public forums such as Country 
Self-Assessment Seminars and other consultative forums –  underscores 
the fact that the initiative has great potential for representing the 
views of ordinary citizens. The APRM has been credited for its reach in 
terms of representing otherwise unsophisticated and voiceless 
communities and as a platform for reflection aimed at informing policy 
direction. It should not, however, be regarded as an audit report 
of government. 

For obvious reasons the outcome of South Africa‘s APRM process 
generated much interest. The country has overseen an almost 
miraculous democratic transition in the last decade of the twentieth 
century, and has been one of the driving forces behind NEPAD. A smooth 
and broadly accepted conclusion to the review process in South Africa 
– as was the case in Kenya and Ghana – was that it  would surely add 

Disagreement between government and civil society 
about the content of South Africa’s APRM Report 

should not detract from its value as a legitimate 
document for national self-reflection, says 

RALPH MATHEKGA. 

sa’s Peer Review mechanism Report:

Facts versus
PERcEPtions 



As accusations and counter accusations have flown between 
government and organised civil society on the content and process of 
the APRM in South Africa, the commotion has drowned out the voices 
of those who ought to be the true beneficiaries of improved governance, 
namely, impoverished communities. The real future challenge for the 
APRM processes, both here and elsewhere on the continent, would be 
to be more inclusive of such sections of society. Organised civil society 
has claimed to be speaking on their behalf, but government has often 
hinted that some organisations actually misrepresent the views of the 
public. While this may not be improbable in some circumstances – after 
all civil society represents different and often divergent social groups 
– it was the task of those performing the review to integrate all views 
into a collective picture. To this extent the report can be regarded as 
representative of perceptions within society. 

For this reason, it is important to accept the report and study it 
further. If government believes that certain perceptions are incorrect, 
it has to find out why the confusion or ignorance still exists. 

The APRM Report does not bring the dialogue between government 
and civil society to an end, and it certainly doesn’t represent a score-
card that can never be changed. It should rather be viewed as an 
indicator of areas that need further deliberation. Most importantly, the 
views of ordinary people, irrespective of their sophistication, should 
at least be represented in the report. However, as things stand at the 
moment, the ongoing tension between government and organised 
civil society over the validity of the report risks undermining the 
essence of the review mechanism, namely, that of self-reflection and  
self-criticism.  

Ralph Mathekga is a lecturer at the Department of Political Studies at the 
University of the Western Cape.
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to the process’ legitimacy and encourage more African states to 
accede to this review framework. 

However, there have been a number of stumbling blocks. Firstly, 
government has contended that certain aspects of the report which are 
critical of its performance are based on citizens’ perceptions rather 
than on actual circumstances. It has argued that the report contains a 
number of factual errors. Even if this is true, it isn’t really of any 
consequence; indeed, it would have been surprising had such factual 
inaccuracies been absent from the report, given the nature of the 
APRM process. When a broad spectrum of society with highly uneven 
access to relevant information is consulted on matters as complex as 
those that the APRM process deals with, it is obvious that perceptions 
rather than facts will influence the outcome. It is government that has 
the greatest access to information on its own programmes and, 
therefore, how civil society responds is dependant on the information 
that is transferred to the public. For the rest it has to rely on 
interpretation and, yes, perception. 

Whether representative of the truth or not, perceptions count: they 
inform the way in which citizens interact with government. If one takes 
into consideration that the review mechanism is not an audit report but 
a platform for self-reflection, then perceptions, regardless of their 
factual correctness, are equally important for the report and should be 
captured accurately. 

How can the apparent gap between civil society’s perceptions and 
government’s delivery be closed? 

At the core of the debate around the accuracy of South Africa’s APRM 
report is the longstanding tension between government and civil 
society. Seen positively, this kind of tension is usually indicative of a 
vibrant democracy and should therefore not be deplored. The 
government has maintained, on one hand, that the report does not 
consider existing initiatives to address some of the raised concerns. 
Civil society, on the other, has generally maintained that government is 
unable to face up to legitimate criticism and is therefore attempting to 
‘manage’ the report in a way that does the least damage to its 
reputation. This, they charge, has in fact damaged the reputation of the 
entire APRM process. 

‘government has contended that certain 
aspects of the report which are critical of its 
performance are based on citizens’ perceptions 
rather than on actual circumstances’
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after one of Cape Town’s most bitter and protracted land 
conflicts that has lasted for more than a decade, the 
residents of the Imizamo Yethu informal settlement, the 
coloured Hangberg area and the white residents of Hout Bay 

agreed in June on a set of thirteen ‘Principles of Consensus’ to chart 
the way forward. 

In so doing, they have taken a significant step in addressing a 
problem that faces the entire nation. The goal is to enable people of 
different races, classes and cultures, with different memories, priorities 
and needs, to find a way to live together in a cordial and integrated 
manner. It is scarcely an exaggeration to say that this breakthrough is 
a local success reminiscent of the Codesa talks which culminated in the 
199� elections. 

The process involved in the Hout Bay settlement is as important as 
the proposed solution itself. It reminds us that without sitting down to 
hard negotiations there can be no lasting settlement. In Hout Bay a 
failure to talk would mean further human degradation and health 
hazards, as well as intensified social conflict and political chaos. 

But such talk is not easy. The Institute for Justice and Reconciliation 
(IJR) agreed to facilitate yet another round of negotiations at a time 
when feelings had clearly hardened. In the first meeting of residents, 
opponents literally tried to stare one another down. There was 
abuse and anger, kindled by previous failed attempts and the violations 
of agreements. 

Racism and bad memories were often just below the surface. On 
occasions they spilled over into the participants’ rhetoric. There were 
accusations of bad faith, threatened walkouts and moments when the 
talks looked as if they would collapse. Some tried to dictate who should 
be in or out of the meetings. The bona fides of others were questioned. 
Often the key task of the facilitators was simply to persuade people on 
all sides to keep talking. Sanity eventually prevailed. 

Somewhat begrudgingly, it was accepted that successful negotiations 
had to include those who have the capacity to destroy an agreement if 
excluded, but, if included, are able to ensure that others uphold it. 
Public meetings were postponed to make one-on-one meetings 
possible, and in time new understandings between old enemies 
emerged. New working relationships were forged and significant 
leadership began to emerge on all sides. Compromises were reached 
and words were eventually found that everyone could agree on. 

The confrontational staring into the eyes of opponents, evident at the 
beginning of the negotiations, began slowly to shift as participants 
stood side-by-side and focused on the problem. The residents of 
Imizamo Yethu were not going to disappear. There was also no fairy 
godmother’s wand to provide them all with adequate houses in a place 
of their choice overnight. The document on ‘Principles’ seeks to capture 
this (see www.ijr.org.za).

The document’s first principle gives expression to a unanimous point 
of departure in the negotiations: that the present overcrowded housing 
conditions in both Hangberg and Imizamo Yethu are totally unacceptable 
and a violation of constitutional values, undermining the human dignity 
of everyone in the Greater Hout Bay area.

The big problem is how to create a viable alternative. Councillor Dan 
Plato, executive mayoral member for housing, told a meeting of Hout 
Bay residents that Imizamo Yethu is one of 222 informal settlements in 
the Cape Town Metropole and number 27 on a needs-based priorities 

An agreement that followed a protracted land dispute in 
one of Cape Town’s most sought-after neighbourhoods 
shows that respect for constitutional rights as the basis 
for negotiation can lead the way to inclusive settlements, 
argues CHARLES VILLA-VICENCIO.

hout bay land 
settlement:
tHE nEEd FoR
inclusiVE
solutions
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political confrontation. Neither Cape Town nor the province can afford 
to let this happen.

The poor are not making unreasonable demands in claiming access to 
their constitutional right to housing. Property owners in turn have a 
right to a clean and healthy environment in which to raise their children. 
Hout Bay residents across all three communities recognise both these 
demands, and are now addressing the authorities with a united voice.

 However, this is a fragile consensus. The newfound rapprochement 
between residents is likely to hold only to the extent that the needs of 
all sections of the community are addressed as a matter of urgency. 

It is going to take some imaginative and creative ‘thinking outside of 
the box’ for this to happen. A bureaucratic response that focuses on 
what cannot be done will not solve the crisis. It is likely to make 
matters worse. Political leaders will do well to grasp the opportunity to 
provide imaginative and credible leadership. The people of Hout Bay 
need to ensure that this happens. 
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list. He further pointed out that the City’s total housing budget for 
2007–200� is R�50 million, of which R6 million is budgeted for 
preparatory housing expenditure in the Imizamo Yethu and Hangberg 
areas. This, he said, was a first step in the provision of approximately 
2 �00 basic housing units in the area. The City is not in a position to 
meet all the housing needs of the community in the immediate future. 
At the same time, however, it is imperative that the process of 
addressing the housing crisis in Hout Bay be seen to be undertaken 
without delay. All levels of Government need to participate in this 
endeavour and public–private partnerships need to be explored in 
addressing the housing needs of all Capetonians in Hout Bay and 
elsewhere.

Emotions intensified when it was stated by a participant in the 
negotiations that, other than small parts of the disputed region, there is 
no land available for housing in the Greater Hout Bay area and vicinity. 
A representative of Imizamo Yethu pointed out that the problem is that 
as soon as residents get up in the morning, they see vacant land. 

Against this background, negotiations developed along two parallel 
paths. The first involved the drafting of a set of principles that called for 
an ‘integrated, sustainable mixed-use development’ in the area, 
designed to meet housing as well as environmental, educational, 
health, recreation, business and other social needs. Above all it accepts 
that the City alone cannot meet these needs. For this to happen, it was 
recognised that City, provincial and national governments all need to 
be involved.

The meeting accepted that, while the removal of some residents from 
crowded Imizamo Yethu is inevitable, ‘at least during the upgrading and 
supply of adequate housing’, ‘no person will be moved unless 
acceptable housing conditions are provided in another setting’. Other 
principles agreed to were the need for the City to provide an ‘inclusive/
authentic housing beneficiary list’ – which is open for public scrutiny 
and response – and that housing be made available on a first-come-
first-served basis.

As to the accomplishment of these principles, time of course will tell. 
The realisation of the vision captured in the ‘Principles of Consensus’ 
will take a serious amount of political will. Their implementation also 
requires the attention of a technical committee for assessment, in 
accordance with municipal and provincial legislation and provisions. 

The second level of work was undertaken by a sub-committee, with 
Dr Johnny Anderton as chair, to undertake an initial audit of all 
undeveloped/vacant public land in the Cape Town area for consideration 
by the City and others for possible housing developments. The land 
audit will be submitted to the City as part of the overall report to the 
office of the executive mayor. 

Access to adequate housing constitutes one of the major challenges 
facing the nation. Urbanisation is intensifying daily. The Eastern Cape is 
moving to Cape Town. The problem is likely to get worse before it gets 
better – and the solution to the housing crisis is going to take time. It 
is imperative that the failure of successive City government 
administrations to address the housing crisis ceases, and that the 
perceived lack of commitment to cooperating and finding solutions at 
other levels of government must also come to an end. Failure by the 
City, province and state to come up with a comprehensive and 
sustainable plan to address the housing crisis in Hout Bay and 
elsewhere will undoubtedly result in increased social discontent and 

‘Somewhat begrudgingly, it was accepted that 
successful negotiations had to include those 
who have the capacity to destroy an 
agreement if excluded” 

Dr Villa-Vicencio, together with Dr Fanie du Toit, both of the Institute for 
Justice and Reconciliation, facilitated the negotiations on the housing 
crisis in the Greater Hout Bay area. 
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sa REconciliation BaRomEtER suRVEy 2006 

The SA Reconciliation Barometer Survey is an annual survey, conducted 
by the IJR, which tracks public responses to social transformation and 
its impact on national reconciliation. The survey report of the most 
recent round of the survey can now be accessed on our website at:

www.ijr.org.za 

This publication has been made possible with the financial support of the 
Royal Danish Embassy (Danida) and the Church of Sweden. The views 
expressed herein do not necessarily represent those of our donors.

For an up to date resource on debates and media coverage 
of nation-building in South Africa, log on to the SA Monitor at:

www.ijr.org.za/politicalanalysis/samonitor
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PEACE IN ThE BALANCE
THE CRISIS IN SUDAN

The ongoing crisis in Sudan is characteristic of the 
many challenges of nation-building on the African 
continent. Yet it has unique dynamics. Current 
attempts to end half a century of war, instability 
and state repression have led to a fragile peace. 
Sustaining this peace will demand all the efforts of 
national, regional and international actors. 
This book attempts to trace the origins of the 
problems, the ongoing conflicts and the huge 

challenges confronting the efforts to bring peace and reconciliation to 
this war torn country

2006 TrANSfOrMATION AUdIT –  
MONEY ANd MOrALITY
Edited by Susan Brown

South Africans are struggling to characterise the times we are living 
through. Is this a time of deepening social grievance, of political patronage 
and plunder? Or is it a season of hope and previously unimaginable 
opportunity for the majority?

The 2006 Transformation Audit – Money and Morality is the third in a new 
series published by the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation. The series 
reviews the ways in which South Africa’s changing economic system affects 
our political and social landscape.

This edition focuses on social capital and 
accountability as well as corruption and its 
costs. Corruption is defined broadly to encompass 
legal corruption, including mis-management, 
collusion, inertia and neglect, plus the more 
usual abuses of public office for private gain. 
The 2006 Transformation Audit – Money and 
Morality asks whether the South African social 
contract of reconciliation and the rule of law is 
under threat.

I think it’s very important in society that we have organisations like this who 
can be independent, who can be objective and who can raise the really 
tough questions and help us find solutions going forward. 

Maria Ramos

KEErPUNTE IN dIE GESKIEdENIS

The Turning Points in History series has recently 
been released in an Afrikaans version, entitled 
Keerpunte in die Geskiedenis. Aimed at learners 
from grades 10 to 12, it comprises six text books 
and a teacher’s guide that cover the most 
important turning points in South African history, 
from the earliest human settlements up to the 
latest political developments. It was written by 
1� of the country’s top historians and provides 

a variety of perspectives that will help readers to come to their own 
interpretation of South Africa’s history.
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COMMUNITY hEALING
A RESOURCE GUIDE

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
brought home the extent to which apartheid left 
many South African communities traumatised 
and dysfunctional. Community Healing: 
A resource guide is the result of a series of 
initiatives by the Institute for Justice and 
Reconciliation to begin to address issues of 
collective trauma and healing. This guide offers: 
an overview and model for community healing; 

guidelines for implementing your own community healing initiatives; 
suggestions and step-by-step instructions for facilitators; case study 
information to show the process in action; web links and ideas for 
further investigation.


