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    PREFACE


    


    My political economy journey started at the University of Cape Town (UCT), where I was a student and activist from the late 1980s until the early 1990s. I arrived at the university in 1989 to pursue a social science degree. From the outset, I took a keen interest in campus politics. The 1980s were a period of great political upheaval in South Africa and UCT was the hotbed of student activism.


    The university had for decades been mockingly labelled ‘Moscow on the Hill’ by its detractors.1 It was a cauldron of sharp ideological arguments, setting student organisations affiliated to the African National Congress (ANC) against those aligned to other liberation movements and formations, such as the Pan-Africanist Congress of Azania and the Azanian People’s Organisation. There were also other vociferous political voices such as the New Unity Movement, as well as those representing a mixture of Trotskyist ideological orientations.


    One of the first things I set out to do was to join a student organisation. At high school, I was a member of the Congress of South African Students (COSAS). When I came to UCT, I looked for an organisation that mirrored COSAS’s political traditions. Ultimately, that was the key factor in my decision to join the Black Students Society (BSS).


    Set up to address the interests of black students, the BSS was a significant and influential voice on campus. Amid the mounting influx of working-class black students, UCT was frequently rocked by protests against academic and financial exclusions, accommodation shortages and institutional cultural problems. During these volatile times, the BSS stepped in to allay the fears of the students and address their concerns. The BSS later morphed into South African National Students Congress (SANSCO). I participated enthusiastically in the activities of the BSS and SANSCO, rising to various leadership positions within their structures. Subsequently, SANSCO merged with the predominantly white National Union of South African Students to form the South African Students Congress, the first ever non-racial national student body in South Africa.


    My time at UCT was a period of intellectual growth. It was also an age of political awakening. Through my studies and political activism, I learnt a great deal about the political economy of South Africa. Among other things, I learnt about the role and place of South Africa in the global political economy; the history and importance of the liberation struggle; the nexus between politics and economics; the link between domestic, regional and international phenomena; the nature and significance of the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union; and the relationship between capitalism and apartheid in South Africa.


    Although my political journey began at UCT, it gained impetus when in 1995 I joined the National Council of Provinces (NCOP), the upper chamber of the South African Parliament. I was hired as a researcher to the Select Committee on Trade and Industry, Foreign Affairs, and Public Enterprises. The committee was chaired by Holomo Lebona, a hard-working and avuncular man.


    I joined the NCOP at a very exciting and hopeful time in South Africa. It was a year after the first democratic elections had been held and Nelson Mandela had been installed as president. Parliament was a hive of activity. There was a string of visiting delegations from across the world who wanted to toast the country’s democratic success. There were locals who wanted to follow parliamentary proceedings from the public gallery. There were officials from various government departments who wanted to present new legislation or provide progress reports on the work being done by their departments. There were representatives of business, trade unions, think tanks and other civil society organisations who wanted to make submissions on policies and laws being considered by legislative committees.


    A lot of the work of parliamentary committees during this period was focused on doing away with the panoply of laws that had underpinned the apartheid edifice, and replacing them with legislation that sought to bring about socio-economic change. I threw myself wholly into my work. Like other public servants at the time, I was driven by a strong sense of mission to contribute towards change and the liberation of millions of South Africans who had suffered under apartheid.


    I was able to witness first-hand the changes that took place. And I had the privilege to interact daily with many of the actors who implemented them. I had a ringside seat, so to speak. I was later promoted to the position of head of policy and legislation in the NCOP, where I oversaw and coordinated the work of committee researchers.


    One of the highlights of my stint in the NCOP was working with what became known as the Class of 94. The Class of 94 came in many shapes, but I felt particularly privileged to be able to provide policy advice and research support to iconic historical figures such as Govan Mbeki, Wilton Mkwayi and Henry Makgothi. I learnt so much from these leaders, not least about human respect and decency.


    My NCOP work broadened my knowledge of public policy, and deepened my interest in global political economy. It stirred my desire to learn more. In 1997, I enrolled at the University of Stellenbosch for a part-time master’s degree in International Studies. The course was convened by Professor Philip Nel. Professor Nel opened new vistas for me and, when I told him that I had been thinking of furthering my studies in the United Kingdom (UK) he encouraged me to do it.


    Although I loved my job in the NCOP, I increasingly felt that I had reached the limit in terms of my professional growth. I had become restless and wanted to move on. One morning late in 1998 I left my office to make an impromptu visit to the offices of the British Council. The British Council was situated across the road from the NCOP. Upon arrival I met a woman who gave me a helpful briefing on the scholarships available for postgraduate study in Britain. She asked me a number of questions about my academic and professional backgrounds. I told her that I wanted to do another master’s degree. The reason I opted to do another master’s degree was that I wanted to have a firm grounding in the International Political Economy discipline before I could consider applying for doctoral studies. She advised me to apply for the Chevening Scholarship, which provides full funding for one-year master’s degrees at British universities.


    Having secured the Chevening award, I chose to study at the University of Warwick. I did so for two reasons. First, I knew of the university’s reputation as an exalted seat of learning. Second, it offered one of the best International Political Economy programmes in Britain and Europe. My MA dissertation was supervised by Professor Richard Higgott, who was then also Director of Warwick’s Centre for the Study of Globalisation and Regionalisation. The dissertation examined the political economy of foreign direct investment in post-apartheid South Africa. Professor Higgott urged me to apply for a newly created doctoral scholarship named after Susan Strange, a prominent British political economist who had died a few years earlier. I successfully applied for the scholarship, which enabled me to proceed directly to doctoral study after I completed the MA.


    Supervised by Professor Higgott, together with Professor Wyn Grant, my doctoral thesis examined the political economy of trade policy reform in post-apartheid South Africa. Not only did Professor Higgott guide my scholarship, he also opened many doors for me. He invited me to be a member of the Warwick Commission on the Future of the Multilateral Trade Regime,2 which he helped establish at the beginning of 2007. An initiative of the university, the Commission was set up to investigate problems that were plaguing the global trade system and make recommendations regarding how they could be resolved. It was chaired by Pierre Pettigrew, a former Canadian Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade, and was made up of prominent figures in international trade. Serving on the Commission was one of the most empowering and fulfilling experiences of my life.


    Professor Higgott also introduced me to Professor Jean-Pierre Lehmann, the late founder of the Evian Group, an international coalition of corporate, government and opinion leaders committed to fostering an open, inclusive and equitable global economy. I became an active member of the Evian Group and participated in many of its seminars and roundtable discussions. Professor Lehmann also taught at the IMD business school in Switzerland. A polymath, he made a huge impression on me. He especially broadened my knowledge of international trade and business, and also generously opened his own doors for me.


    One of my most cherished memories of Warwick is that of a close-knit network I formed with friends and interlocutors from the African continent. There were several of them, but the main ones were Mzukisi Qobo from South Africa, Alex Magaisa from Zimbabwe, Florens Luoga from Tanzania, Gerson Kadhikwa from Namibia, and Tiro Sebina from Botswana. At the time of writing, Qobo heads the School of Governance at the University of the Witwatersrand, Magaisa teaches law at the University of Kent in the UK, Luoga is Governor of the Central Bank of Tanzania, Kadhikwa is a senior official in the Central Bank of Namibia, and Sebina teaches English Literature at the University of Botswana. We met frequently at a campus pub called Tsholo to dissect African politics. These conversations were always spirited and thought-provoking, and they taught me a great deal about the African political economy. As an aside, we were told that the pub was named after a South African trade unionist. We, however, tried in vain to find out who that was!


    My time at Warwick represented a defining moment in my career. It introduced me to very talented student peers from different parts of the world. Engaging with them, inside and outside the classroom, and learning about their personal histories and countries significantly enriched my intellectual experience. I was taught by lecturers of the highest calibre, who had built reputations as leading scholars in their fields. Being based in the UK provided me with a chance to also do other things, including participating in seminars and conferences as well as travelling across continental Europe. In sum, Warwick taught me to become a global scholar.


    I returned to South Africa in 2005 and joined UCT’s Graduate School of Business (GSB) as a senior lecturer in 2006. I was recruited by Professor Martin Hall, a former UCT deputy vice-chancellor, and Professor Frank Horwitz, a former head of the UCT GSB. Professor Hall was particularly instrumental in bringing me to UCT, having heard that I had previously tried repeatedly to reach out to the institution without success. He was an ardent and genuine exponent of transformation and was not pleased that UCT had spurned my overtures. He subsequently became a hugely valuable mentor who helped me to navigate my academic career through moments of success and failure. He did so with a great deal of encouragement and empathy.


    Professor Horwitz had set the GSB on a path of redefining its mission as a globally competitive school, but one whose identity remained deeply rooted in Africa. I was very attracted to his vision and that is one of the reasons I joined the school. I had a 12-year stint at the GSB, with the final 18 months being taken by my role as director of the school. I moved to the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) Business School at the beginning of 2019 where, at the time of writing, I serve as Professor of International Business and Strategy.


    The idea of writing this book came about during a conversation I had in 2019 with my academic colleague and friend Mzukisi Qobo. We first met when I was doing the first year of my doctoral studies at the University of Warwick, and he was a government official in the Department of Trade and Industry. Qobo also subsequently completed his doctorate at the same university. During our conversation he told me he started reading and following my public writings around the first time we met. He felt that my insights needed to be shared widely, and encouraged me to write a book distilling my reflections on issues that have animated my public writings over the past two decades.


    In essence, this book is the outcome of that conversation. It is based on a series of op-ed articles I wrote for various South African and international publications between 2002 and 2020, namely Business Day, Sunday Times, Financial Mail, News24/Fin24, Finweek, The Conversation Africa, Independent Media, Fast Company, Daily Maverick, Mail & Guardian, and World Financial Review.


    The book is made up of eight chapters, which are organised thematically with the oldest essays at the top and the newest at the bottom. The chapters cover the following topics: politics and governance; leadership; foreign policy and geopolitics; business ethics; South African and international trade; the South African economy; African development; and global governance. I analyse these topics within the context of the present-day South African political economy and of the country’s position in the world. Each thematic segment has an introduction that provides a contextual background and, with the benefit of hindsight, reflects on how my views have changed over time on some of the issues. The discussions use the analytical lens of international political economy, which draws links between states and markets, politics and economics, as well as international and domestic phenomena.

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


    


    POLITICS AND
GOVERNANCE


    


    I selected six essays for this chapter that I believe sum up the theme of politics and governance in the contemporary South African context. In his book Politics: Why It Matters,3 the British political scientist Andrew Gamble argues that although people tend to focus on the negative aspects of politics – such as greed, bad governance and corruption – without politics countries and nations would be lost. This is because, he points out, politics frames everything we do and has the power to bring about meaningful and positive change. He credits politics for, among others, the defeat of slavery, the securing of equal rights for women and minorities, and the end of civil war in Ireland and apartheid in South Africa. This would not have been possible, however, without good politicians. South Africa desperately needs good politicians. The country has suffered the dreadful consequences of being led by bad politicians.


    I authored the first essay a week before former president Jacob Zuma fired Nhlanhla Nene as South African Minister of Finance. I had been following the story of the deeply fractured relationship between the two leaders very closely. It was clear to me that Zuma was determined to get rid of Nene as the latter was a barrier to his pursuit of the nefarious state capture project. Without the protection of Zuma Nene was vulnerable and the political forces intent on dislodging him from office were too powerful.


    For this reason I thought the only option available to Nene was to resign before he was dismissed. In the end, the former head of state axed Nene, plunging the country into economic mayhem. That this happened in the same week as I wrote the piece was purely coincidental. Although Nene was reappointed to his erstwhile post by Ramaphosa to restore confidence in the reputation of the country’s economic management, he later resigned after admitting that he had visited the Gupta brothers, friends of Zuma who were masterminds behind industrial-scale looting of the South African state, but failed to disclose the meetings earlier.


    In his resignation letter, Nene apologised to the South African public for his ‘poor judgement’. In accepting his resignation, Ramaphosa noted that Nene ‘defended the cause of proper financial management and clean governance’ but had resigned because he had feared that his testimony ‘detracted from the important task of serving the people of South Africa as we work to re-establish public trust in government’.4


    In the second piece I reflect on the governance crisis that defined the Jacob Zuma administration. I wrote the article a few days after Zuma had dismissed Nhlanhla Nene as Minister of Finance. I was both angry and scared when I wrote it: angry because of the cavalier and arrogant manner in which Zuma had made such an important decision, and scared because of the dire implications his move had for the South African economy.


    But I also knew that Zuma’s decision was politically suicidal. By flagrantly damaging an already fragile economy, he had set the stage for his political destruction. As a student of international political economy, I have observed historically that economic crises mostly tend to trigger political crises, which can force political change. This is what happened in apartheid South Africa: a gravely ailing economy was one of the factors that accelerated apartheid’s downfall. Internationally, economic crises have led to the fall of governments in countries such as Indonesia, Turkey, Mexico, Korea and Argentina.


    The Zuma presidency gave a new meaning to the notion of corruption and cronyism. He outsourced presidential authority to the Gupta family, with damaging repercussions for the South African polity and economy. His administration was constantly dogged by allegations of graft and wrongdoing. His family and cronies used their access to the president to enrich themselves.


    Zuma dismissed the views of those aides who were courageous enough to warn him that nepotism was tarnishing his presidency. He ascribed his family’s huge fortunes to entrepreneurial talent, not the family name. He showed poor judgement by forming close relationships with morally compromised and scandal-ridden sycophants. He became a powerful leader who was seen as untouchable. But his fall was spectacular. If there is one salient lesson that can be learnt from the Zuma presidency, it is that even the most powerful, feared, arrogant, stubborn and shielded leaders eventually come unstuck. At the time of writing, Zuma is serving a 15-month prison sentence for defying an order by the Constitutional Court, South Africa’s highest court, to give evidence at the Zondo Commission of Inquiry into allegations of high-level corruption during his time in office.


    Zuma is not the only political leader who has fallen from grace in recent years due to political misconduct and corruption. In March 2018, the former Peruvian president, Pedro Pablo Kuczynski, was forced to resign amid allegations of illegal campaign contributions. Ex-South Korean President Park Geun-hye became the country’s first democratically elected leader to be removed from office following her impeachment for an influence-peddling scandal. She was subsequently jailed for 20 years after being found guilty of corruption.5


    In April 2016, the former prime minister of Iceland, Sigmundur Davíð Gunnlaugsson, quit office after revelations in the so-called Panama Papers showed that he and his wife had stashed vast personal wealth in an offshore firm that served as a tax haven. The erstwhile Brazilian president, Dilma Rousseff, was impeached for violating budgetary rules. Later, she and her predecessor, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, were charged with diverting funds from the state-owned oil company Petrobras to their Workers’ Party. In July 2017, the ex-prime minister of Pakistan Nawaz Sharif resigned after a probe exposed his children’s links to offshore firms that he had not declared in financial disclosures.6 These are but a few examples of leaders whose downfall was triggered by political misdeeds.


    The events following the incarceration of Zuma precipitated what has become known as post-apartheid South Africa’s unprecedented national crisis. What began as a protest against his imprisonment quickly turned into riots, mainly confined to the provinces of Gauteng and KwaZulu-Natal. Together, the two provinces account for more than half of South Africa’s national economic output. The riots were marked by wanton violence, looting, damage to property, road closures and attacks on key economic installations. Shopping malls, retailers, restaurants, factories, farms, logistics companies and communication infrastructure were all not spared the destruction.


    The South African Petroleum Refineries, the country’s largest crude oil refinery, was forced to suspend operations, jeopardising the national supply chain for petroleum products. Business Unity South Africa, which represents the voice of organised business, warned of extensive economic damage and potential job losses. Initial estimates put the cost of the upheaval in the region of $3.4 billion.7 At the time of writing, the violence had claimed more than 330 lives and resulted in more than 1 300 arrests.


    This violent turn of events shocked South Africans and the world. It exposed serious deficiencies in how the country is governed and state institutions managed. These include a failure by the government to quell the rampage and to communicate to a stunned and petrified public what was happening in the two violence-ravaged provinces. It did not help that there was blame-shifting between cabinet ministers responsible for the country’s security services. Moreover, even after the chaos had subsided the government failed to provide a clear and coherent answer as to why there had been such egregious security lapses.


    In a trenchant analysis, the seasoned journalist Mpumelelo Mkhabela aptly summed up three troubling questions that dominated national discourse in the aftermath of the disorder. Firstly, could the country’s intelligence agencies have acted timeously to avert the riots? Secondly, could the government have acted quicker to contain the violence once it had erupted? Thirdly, will the South African state anticipate and forestall this kind of mayhem in the future?


    The civil unrest, and the failure to foresee and prevent it, laid bare the ANC government’s conspicuous governance failures. It amplified lingering concerns about incompetent and morally compromised political leadership, dysfunctional and fractured state institutions, widespread corruption, an entrenched culture of political impunity and the corrosive conflation of the governing party and state. It bears noting that this violent destruction has occurred against the backdrop of a devastating economic and Covid-19 crisis. A crisis characterised by pervasive and rising poverty, inequality and joblessness. These social ills have fuelled despair and anger that have been constantly on the verge of exploding.


    How the Ramaphosa administration responds to its biggest test yet will determine the country’s future trajectory, for better or for worse. What is indisputable is that South Africa is faced with its greatest national danger since the birth of the democratic state in 1994. For the country to prevent future social explosions, which are likely to be deadlier and more calamitous than the one sparked by Zuma’s jailing, there needs to be a radical change in how it is governed, and the underlying political and socio-economic faultlines that have threatened its stability must be addressed.


    In the third article I argue for electoral reform in South Africa as a way of instilling a culture of accountability and responsiveness among elected public officials. A few years ago I invited the leader of the United Democratic Movement, Bantu Holomisa, as a guest speaker at the UCT GSB. During our conversation, he raised an idea that I found to be both intriguing and controversial.


    He proposed that an option must be explored to grant former president Zuma immunity from future criminal prosecution. He added, however, that such immunity must be offered as part of a grand bargain. That bargain would involve getting the governing party to commit to a reform of the present electoral system. Initially, I was opposed to Holomisa’s idea as I felt it would take South Africa down the dangerous path of rewarding corruption and fostering a culture of political impunity.


    Upon reflection, and worried about the rapidly deteriorating situation in the country, I concluded that it was perhaps a good idea. All options, including unsavoury ones, must be explored to rescue the country from political and economic chaos. With the benefit of hindsight, and assuming that the ANC would have accepted such an idea, I think extending immunity to the former president would have been unwise.


    In the fourth article I reflect on the challenges of building a capable and developmental state in South Africa. I contend that the ANC government has failed to build such a state, and that one of the ways it can do so is by adopting a technocratic model of government, as practised by the East Asian nations of Japan, Singapore and China.


    The next essay reflects on the legacy of the June 16 Soweto Uprising. I included the essay in this chapter because I believe that no other public policy area epitomises South Africa’s stark governance failures in the post-apartheid era than the country’s public education system. Education lay at the core of the anti-apartheid struggle. The education struggle was inextricably linked to the fight for a free and democratic South Africa. Yet it has been an unmitigated disaster.


    As noted earlier, South African policymakers tend to cite the successful East Asian countries – principally Japan and the so-called economic tigers of Singapore, Taiwan and Hong Kong and Korea – as role models that the country must learn from. One of the important contributors to these countries’ economic success, which is rarely discussed in South Africa, is the critical role that education played in their rapid development.8 Without a functional school system, South Africa will not be able to secure desired social and economic progress. Educational performance is a key barometer by which the country’s progress ought to be measured.


    Article six elaborates on the theme of constructing a capable state in South Africa, and what needs to happen to achieve that. South Africa is a long way from realising the vision of building a truly capable state. What this should look like is set out clearly in the National Development Plan (NDP), which has been adopted by the government. The NDP argues that to address poverty and inequality, South Africa needs a state that is capable of playing a developmental role. This requires well-run state institutions staffed by skilled public servants committed to the public good.


    This vision is achievable if key problems are addressed. These include making a clearer separation between the roles of political principals and administrative heads and creating a public service that is shielded from political patronage. This would mean doing away with political deployments. Public servants also need to be shielded from political interference and job security should be decoupled from political patronage and whims. Recruitment policies should emphasise experience, skill and expertise. Clear career paths should also be developed for technical specialists. Finally, state-owned enterprises must be reformed and their governance structures improved. The ANC government has clearly identified what an efficient public service looks like. But it has failed to make it a reality due to poor leadership and a lack of political will.


    __


    1


    WHY NENE SHOULD HAVE RESIGNED BEFORE HE WAS AXED


    10 December 2015


    __


    It has been a terrible year for the South African economy. South Africa’s poor economic performance is partly a product of external factors. However, it is also largely a consequence of domestic factors that have been compounded by poor political leadership. The incompetence of the Zuma administration has taken a heavy toll on the local economy. And, without a clear plan to resolve our economic troubles, they are likely to get worse.


    There is only one public institution that can prevent South Africa from experiencing a complete economic catastrophe – the National Treasury. Yet this is the institution that has been subjected to the most intense political pressure in recent months. And, as the saga of South African Airways (SAA) under the appalling leadership of Dudu Myeni has shown, it is also an institution that has not enjoyed protection from the country’s political leadership, notably President Jacob Zuma.


    It is common cause that one of the reasons former minister of finance Trevor Manuel was a successful custodian of South African public finances had to do with the fact that he enjoyed the protection of his boss, Thabo Mbeki. Mbeki used his political and constitutional powers to shield the National Treasury from undue political influence. Manuel, together with his predecessors Derek Keys and Chris Liebenberg, also benefited from political protection from former president Nelson Mandela.


    Judging by the contemptuous manner in which Myeni has dealt with the National Treasury, Zuma has thrown finance minister Nhlanhla Nene to the wolves. Nene is involved in a battle he will never win. He is a superb public servant but he lacks political clout within the ANC and has the misfortune of having to continuously fend off economically illiterate and rapacious political predators. He has correctly stood up to Myeni: no self-respecting finance minister should countenance the kind of flagrant abuse of public funds that has become the norm at SAA. But in confronting Myeni he is also challenging powerful political interests that back her.


    Without Zuma’s backing, Nene will eventually lose the fight to contain the financial bleeding and governance chaos at SAA. SAA is a major headache for the National Treasury, but it pales into insignificance when compared with the proposed nuclear build programme, whose affordability Nene says ‘needs to be thoroughly debated’. Given the precarious state of the country’s public finances, coupled with growing political pressure on the National Treasury to spend money it does not have, Nene’s already invidious position will become increasingly unbearable. As the 2016 local government elections approach, the clamour for more spending to appease a restive electorate will grow.


    Although Nene knows that the current path of government profligacy will result in disastrous economic consequences, he is politically vulnerable. The political forces ranged against the National Treasury are very powerful and, without the protection of the country’s head of state, Nene and his officials will ultimately succumb to political pressure in the same ways as other public institutions, such as the South African Revenue Service (SARS) and the National Prosecuting Authority, did. Given the toxic political milieu in which he is operating, Nene faces the prospect of becoming the first post-apartheid finance minister to be forced out of office. If that did happen, he would join a string of public officials who were discarded for either failing to toe the line, or for being seen as a stumbling block to the machinations of those with undefined political agendas.


    There’s only one way in which Nene can avert damage to his stellar political career. He must jump before he is pushed. He must resign on his terms not only to preserve his professional integrity, but also to draw public attention to the atrocious conditions in which he and his officials have had to do their jobs. The financial markets would not take kindly to such a move, but they will recover in time. Such a move would also lead to Nene’s political isolation, but it would also hopefully focus the ANC’s attention on the grave threats facing our country’s most prized public institution. Nene is an educated and capable politician and he would thrive in the private sector.


    __


    2


    ZUMA IS SOWING THE SEEDS OF HIS DEMISE


    13 December 2015


    __


    South Africa’s meltdown under the Jacob Zuma administration has reached its apotheosis. The shocking axing of finance minister Nhlanhla Nene has brought into sharp focus the colossal governance crisis that has plagued our country since Zuma became president in 2009. On Zuma’s watch, the South African economy has experienced a precipitous decline, which has been evidenced by a sharp depreciation in the value of the rand, sluggish growth, waning business confidence, labour market instability, high government and household debt, dysfunctional state-owned enterprises, high current account and fiscal deficits, and credit rating downgrades.


    The dismissal of Nene has not only saddled South Africa with arguably its worst crisis in the post-apartheid era, it has also underlined Zuma’s callous neglect of the national interest. Zuma thinks he has the power to do what he likes without having to account for his actions. He will soon learn that he has power over the ANC but not over the broader South African populace. South Africa’s future political direction will be determined not by the Zuma administration, but by the state of the South African economy.


    International experience has shown that economic crises breed political crises, which can lead to political change. The fall of the apartheid government was driven by several domestic and external factors, but it was accelerated by the financial crisis that unfolded in the wake of former president PW Botha’s Rubicon speech. When political instability reached crisis proportions in the 1980s, it triggered net outflows of portfolio investment and direct investment. Capital outflows reached more than R33 billion, following the decision of about 40 per cent of transnational firms to disinvest. To stem the tide of capital outflows, the South African monetary authorities tightened exchange controls and in 1985 imposed a unilateral moratorium on the country’s short-term international debt. This move precipitated a dramatic collapse of international investor confidence in the South African economy, culminating in massive capital flight and a record 20 per cent depreciation of the national currency.


    Major international banks announced that they would neither extend credit on South Africa’s maturing loans nor advance new credit. In addition to the net outflows of foreign direct investment and portfolio investment, South Africa had to contend with the reality that it could no longer have access to debt capital. By the end of the1980s, foreign capital had ceased to flow into South Africa completely. Economic crises have prompted changes in government – and in some cases, regime collapse – in several other countries, including Korea, Argentina and Brazil, as well as the Czech Republic, Poland, Turkey, Mexico and Indonesia.


    Zuma’s actions will not only breed policy uncertainty; they could also lead to political instability that would harm prospects for economic recovery. The priority should be to restore confidence in the government’s ability to manage the economy. We need competent leaders who can create conditions for the emergence of a competitive and thriving economy that will increase job creation, boost infrastructure development and the skills needed to help diversify our economy. That will not happen under the leadership of Zuma and the incompetent, weak, divided and corrupt ANC government. Zuma has shown consistently and conclusively that he lacks vision and leadership ability. Even so, we must draw comfort from the fact that our country still has numerous economic strengths.


    It is a robust emerging market economy that rests on a secure constitutional and legal order, guaranteeing the rule of law, property rights and the enforceability of contracts. It also boasts one of the more open emerging market economies, with liberal trade and fiscal regimes. Yet South Africa needs to convince itself that it is worth investing in. It has to recognise that confidence in its business environment is a crucial prerequisite for attracting capital investment. International investors are largely guided by domestic business sentiment. Without local business confidence, therefore, the possibility of cultivating foreign investor confidence is severely diminished. Building this confidence will require improved cooperation and strong partnerships between the public and business sectors. Both these sectors have a crucial responsibility to foster a high and sustainable economic growth path. There is no doubt that our country is at a dangerous crossroads. The crisis triggered by the axing of Nene represents a national emergency. We need to extricate our country from the mess it finds itself in.


    The Zuma administration has wreaked untold harm on the South African body politic. Our country is staring down the barrel of a gun. We have been here before and we can pull back from the brink of disaster. Together, we can stop the rot of the current leadership and dysfunctional governance. It requires a collective effort and we all need to engage in this and take responsibility for our own futures. But together we can achieve it. All this is possible if we raise our expectations of ourselves, our leaders and our country.


    __
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    IS IT TIME FOR ELECTORAL REFORM?


    8 January 2016


    __


    It’s an unpalatable and contentious idea but it is worth exploring if South African democracy is to be saved. It is an idea that I first heard broached by Bantu Holomisa, leader of the United Democratic Movement, in a public conversation. He suggested that a possibility must be considered of granting President Jacob Zuma immunity from future criminal prosecution. But, he added, that must be done as part of a grand bargain. That bargain would entail getting the ANC to agree to a reform of the current electoral system.


    The need for electoral reform in South Africa was originally mooted by the Van Zyl Slabbert Commission, which was set up in 2002 ‘to review the incumbent electoral system in South Africa and draft legislation for an electoral system for the next national and provincial elections’. The rationale for establishing the commission was recognition that there was no accountability of MPs to voters in the current proportional representation system and that MPs did not have a mandate from the voters in their constituencies. Also, there is no geographical linkage between MPs and voters in the current electoral system.


    The commission’s main recommendation was the introduction of a mixed system that combines proportional representation and a constituency-based system. The creation of a constituency-based system would ensure that MPs are directly accountable to the electorate by ensuring a direct link between MPs and voters.


    Changing the electoral system, in return for granting immunity to Zuma, is not a panacea for South Africa’s structural and deep-seated problems. It would, however, lay the basis for a fundamental change of our political system and culture. It would also create conditions conducive to starting a process of undoing the enormous damage inflicted on the South African body politic during the Zuma era.


    On Zuma’s watch the economy has not only underperformed badly, it has teetered on the brink of a precipice. Education standards have declined sharply, with the basic education minister stating that 80 per cent of the country’s schools are dysfunctional. South Africa has continued to face crippling skills shortages. The public healthcare system has plunged into a state of disrepair.


    South Africa has remained one of the most unequal societies in the world, with an alarming reality in which as much as 70 per cent of national income is in the hands of the wealthiest 20 per cent of the population and the poorest 40 per cent earn less than 7 per cent. High unemployment has continued to be a serious concern and it has, in particular, robbed the youth of an opportunity to fulfil their economic potential.


    Successive reports released by the Auditor-General have revealed severe problems related to maladministration and corruption within the public service – billions in taxpayers’ money has been ‘incorrectly used’ through either irregular, unauthorised or fruitless and wasteful expenditure. Nkandlagate stands as a monument to pervasive graft and malfeasance.


    The state has struggled to meet societal demands in terms of public service provision. State underperformance has been a direct outcome of widespread maladministration, cronyism, cadre deployment and corruption, which have stunted the effectiveness of critical spheres of government. Trust in political leaders and state institutions has reached its lowest point.


    The conflation of the governing party, the government and the state has intensified, and has bred a culture of impunity and undermined the rule of law. The governing party has become insecure, and its insecurity has been accompanied by a crushing of the democratic space.


    The foundations of our constitutional democracy have been systematically attacked: the judicial system, the freedom of the press, accountability of government and the human rights of citizens. State and regulatory institutions have been undermined and weakened.


    Factionalism within the ANC and the broader tripartite alliance has deepened. Deep divisions within the ruling alliance have, in turn, paralysed governance and led to policy paralysis. The Marikana massacre represented the moment when the pervasive faction fighting over the leadership of the ruling political alliance boiled over. There has been a discernible lack of direction in South Africa’s foreign policy.


    South Africa needs a radical change of course. All options must be explored to extricate the country from its current morass. And that includes entertaining the idea of offering immunity to our head of state as a trade-off, albeit an unpleasant one, for transforming and recasting our political system. That would, of course, depend on whether the ANC accepts such an idea.


    __
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    WHAT SOUTH AFRICA CAN LEARN FROM JAPAN, SINGAPORE AND CHINA


    12 August 2019


    __


    The NDP touts the necessity of building a professional public service and a state capable of playing a transformative and developmental role. It highlights several challenges that hobble the democratic state, such as unevenness in state capacity, unstable administrative leadership, skills gaps, erosion of accountability and authority, poor organisational design, as well as inappropriate staffing and low staff morale.


    One of the ways in which the governing ANC can address these challenges is by embracing a technocratic model of government. And the ANC must look to the East Asian nations of Japan, Singapore and China for insipration and guidance. Partly, these countries owe their economic success to strong governments undergirded by technocratic elites and expertise.


    Renowned author and global strategist Parag Khanna describes a technocracy as a


    government built around expert analysis and long-term planning rather than narrow-minded, short-term populist whims or private interests. It is meritocratic (elevating competent leaders) and utilitarian (seeking the broadest societal benefit). Technocratic leaders are selected more by IQ than by popularity contest. They are extensively educated, trained and experienced professionals, not just pedigreed elites.


    Japan’s bureaucracy played a pivotal role in the country’s impressive rise in the post-war period. At the core of the country’s development was the role of the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI). MITI formulated and implemented trade and industrial policies. It provided ‘administrative guidance’ on a raft of domestic and foreign economic policies including technology, investment, energy and power, modernisation and competition, as well as pollution control. MITI’s close ties to Japanese industry facilitated a foreign trade policy that complemented its efforts to shore up domestic manufacturing interests.


    In his book Japan: Who Governs? the late Japanologist Chalmers Johnson chronicled the country’s post-war model of governance. He concluded that Japan was ‘ruled’ by powerful, independent, and very competitive government ministries. By contrast, he pointed out that politicians merely ‘reigned’, operating mainly as a ‘South African safety valve’ in the case of bureaucratic overreach.


    Singapore represents the apogee of technocratic rule. Bureaucratic leadership is deeply embedded: public servants are expected to be technically minded, long-term thinkers with a strong utilitarian streak. Although the role of the founding father Lee Kuan Yew in the city-state’s success has been immeasurable, Singapore’s progress has also been a product of a system of expert rule, focus on meritocratic talent and long-range thinking. These institutional strengths have contributed to the transformation of the country from a poor backwater into an economic dynamo: an export-orientated manufacturer, a coveted port, and a flight hub as well as a financial centre with one of the highest per capita incomes in the world.


    As Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong noted,


    our system shielded civil servants from political interference, (giving them) the space to work out rational, effective solutions for our problems [so they can] practise public administration in almost laboratory conditions. 


    Singapore’s major accomplishment has been to merge the political and expert components of the governing system.


    China today is significantly different from what it was during the revolutionary years of Mao Zedong. Whereas Mao and his generation had limited formal education, successive generations of Chinese leadership have boasted higher education qualifications. Over the past few decades engineers and scientists have dominated Chinese political leadership. Until recently, all but one member of the nine-person (since reduced to seven) Chinese Communist Party Standing Committee – the country’s highest decision-making body – have been engineers, including the current president Xi Jinping and erstwhile presidents Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao.


    Not only do technocrats dominate the top echelons of political office in China, they also permeate all levels of the Chinese government. They include mayors, local and provincial party secretaries, and governors. The technocratic mindset is deeply ingrained in Chinese political culture.


    Mencius, a loyal disciple of Confucius, once remarked, ‘Let those who labour with their heads rule those who labour with their hands.’


    Japan pioneered technocratic governance, Singapore perfected it and it is in progress in post-Mao China. Despite their distinctive histories and, in the case of Singapore and China, authoritarian development models, these countries provide useful lessons for South Africa to emulate. To be sure, technocratic rule is not a panacea for South Africa’s governance problems. And it has its shortcomings, including the fact it is arguably inimical to the country’s political culture; it could erode democratic accountability, thereby creating a government for the people without the people.


    Even so, it can contribute towards remedying the country’s institutional deficiencies. It can enable policymakers to fulfil the objectives set out in the NDP including depoliticising the public service and making it a career of choice, developing technical and specialist professional skills among public servants, improving relations between national, provincial and local government and bolstering the functioning of state-owned enterprises.


    __
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    THE JUNE 16 LEGACY – A CATALOGUE OF FAILURES


    15 June 2020


    __


    The June 16 Soweto Uprising was a watershed event in South African history. It focused global attention on the stark brutality of the apartheid education system. More than any other area, education lay at the core of the anti-apartheid struggle. Led by the country’s valiant youth, the education struggle was indissolubly tied to the quest for a free and democratic South Africa.


    The primacy of education is underlined by the fact that following the unbanning of anti-apartheid political organisations and the release of Nelson Mandela from prison in 1990, a process was set in motion for the ANC to start negotiations with the then ruling National Party aimed at addressing the smouldering black education crisis.


    More than four decades, however, since the Soweto upheavals the South African education system remains mired in crisis. The unpalatable reality is that despite the reforms implemented by successive ANC governments since 1994 education is democratic South Africa’s biggest policy failure. A defining feature of apartheid education was the institutionalisation of vast racial inequalities in educational provision, resourcing, access and quality. To undo the legacy of apartheid, the government enacted a series of policy and legislative reforms to redress the widespread disparities that dogged the system and remove infrastructural backlogs in the education sector.


    These have included ramping up expenditure on education and initiating a raft of programmes designed to improve the country’s education system. Further, the education authorities have carried out changes calculated to reverse fiscal inequities within the system, undertake curriculum reform and restructure teacher deployment. The latter had been introduced in tandem with moves to harmonise teacher salaries and stabilise teacher-to-pupil ratios in order to raise teacher performance and the quality of teaching.


    At the local level, reforms have included the creation of a foundation class before the start of primary school (Grade R), changes to language policies, and initiatives to localise power so as to give school governing bodies more authority over their schools’ admission policies and codes of conduct. What’s more, some schools were turned into no-fee schools where pupils were able to receive an education free of charge with learning materials provided to them by the school.


    In spite of these reforms and the laudable progress in terms of improving access to education, particularly at the level of primary and basic education but also in secondary and higher education, many troubling features of the education system have endured 26 years after the end of apartheid.


    Although public spending on education has been consistently high (6.4 per cent of GDP) relative to similar countries, South Africa’s education system has continued to rank among the worst in the world, with maths and science education faring even more poorly. The reforms have failed to redress historical imbalances. On the contrary, the current system has reinforced inequality by severely constraining the mobility of children from poor families, not least because high quality education – which has a major influence on social mobility – remains geographically and financially inaccessible to many poor people in South Africa. Consequently, there remains an enormous achievement gap between children in advantaged as opposed to disadvantaged schools. This has dire implications for the policy ideal of fostering inclusive and equitable growth in the country.


    The disparities in education have manifested in a two-tier school regime epitomised by both a dysfunctional schooling system (which encompasses the bulk of township-based schools) and a functional one. Dysfunctional schools are characterised by weak accountability; incompetent school management; a lack of a culture of learning, discipline and order; inadequate learner-teacher support material; high levels of teacher absenteeism; slow curriculum coverage; repetition and high dropout rates; and extremely weak learning.


    A sizeable share of education spending is wasted through the ineffective use of resources. The high level of government expenditure on education has not translated into an equitable distribution of resources across schools in the country, with many schools remaining heavily under-resourced. Numerous schools continue to lack basic infrastructure such as electricity and flushing toilets. Additionally, violence within some schools has persisted, with negative repercussions for education outcomes. And given the stranglehold that labour unions such as the South African Democratic Teachers Union have over the education sector, questions have been raised as to whether the government has the freedom to appoint teachers and principals.


    The appalling educational outcomes are also partly a function of poor teacher quality and shortages. It is estimated, for instance, that 80 per cent of school teachers lack content knowledge and pedagogical skill to teach the subjects they are presently teaching. At the same time, the low throughput and high dropout rates along the various levels of the system have contributed to South Africa’s skills shortages. The educationalist Nic Spaull states that only four out of every one hundred students who begin school finish a degree within six years of matriculating.


    What all this suggests is that the ANC government has done well in terms of promoting education, but not so well in respect of improving the quality of education. There are consequences for the parlous state of public education, and these include a ballooning private school sector, an excess supply of unskilled workers in an economy with a high demand for skilled workers, a plummeting rate of post-school training qualifications, and a massive reservoir of unskilled and under-educated youth.


    Of the total number of unemployed South Africans, it is estimated that over half of them are young – 18 to 35 years. This does not augur well for future social stability in South Africa. Moreover, without a sound basic education system the country will struggle to produce the skills needed to power its modern industrial economy, promote inclusive development and attain global competitiveness. Considering this catalogue of failures, young South Africans can be forgiven for asking whether the sacrifices made by their forebears in 1976 were worthwhile.


    __
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    SOUTH AFRICA ON ROAD TO COLLAPSE UNLESS ANC TAKES CORRECTIVE ACTION


    2 August 2020


    __


    South Africa is paying a heavy price for the failures of the governing ANC to build a meritocratic, competent, professional and corruption-free public service. The public anger sparked by revelations of large-scale tender irregularities involving Covid-19 relief funds has served as another reminder of the widespread mismanagement, dysfunction and corruption that have hobbled state institutions in South Africa. This culture of wanton criminality and impunity will have dire consequences for future generations. 


    What is clear is that the ANC has betrayed the vision it set out in 1994 to dismantle the apartheid legacy and construct a developmental state that is responsive to the social and economic needs of all South Africans. When the ANC came to power in 1994, it outlined a series of principles to form the basis for the birth of a democratic state and implementation of public sector reforms. Among these reforms were those aimed at establishing a high standard of professional ethics in the public service. This was crucial to tackling corruption. A number of new institutions were set up to achieve this, including the Auditor-General, the Public Protector and the Public Service Commission (PSC). 


    The launch of these institutions was complemented by the creation of an ethical framework and ethics infrastructure to guide public sector conduct. The establishment of an ethics infrastructure was exemplified by the introduction of the Public Finance Management Act of 1999, which outlined stringent financial management practices for individual government departments and entities; the establishment of hotlines for reporting instances of corruption; the adoption and promotion of a Code of Conduct for the public service; the introduction of ‘whistle-blowing’ legislation designed to protect individuals who expose corruption in government; and the creation of an Asset Register to record information on the financial interests of all managers.


    An emphasis was placed on the need to promote efficient and effective use of public resources. For this reason, the government introduced a modern strategic planning and budgeting approach, including the Medium-Term Expenditure Framework. To rectify the lack of focus on development during the apartheid era, it was determined that public administration ought to be development-orientated. This was to include the prioritisation of social development, which was expected to be one of the main expenditure items in the national budget. 


    As a way of ensuring justice in public service provision, the government stressed the importance of dispensing public services impartially, fairly and equitably. Furthermore, it was agreed that the public sector must be accountable, both in terms of being open to public scrutiny and in being able to account for the use of public resources and the achievement of intended outcomes. 


    To undo the pervasive secrecy that shrouded public-sector activities under the apartheid regime, the promotion of transparency through the timely provision of accurate information to the public was prioritised. The national and provincial legislatures were given key roles in advancing transparency, with specialist portfolio committees assigned the task of scrutinising departmental budgets and plans. Likewise, the Government Communication and Information Service was created to aid communication. 


    A great focus was placed on the implementation of good human resource management principles and career development practices. This involved the rationalisation of various apartheid-era administrations, adoption of a single pay scale for the public service, and the introduction in 1997 of the Skills Development Act that required that skills audits and needs analyses be undertaken in government departments. 


    Also, it was expected that public administration would be governed by the principle of broad representivity of all South Africans, supported by employment and personnel management practices based on ability, objectivity, fairness and the need to redress the imbalances of the past. 


    Over time, other laws and institutional mechanisms were enacted to foster good governance and entrench the rule of law. These include the Prevention of Organised Crime Act of 1998, the Asset Forfeiture Unit located within the National Prosecuting Authority, the Directorate of Special Operations, the Special Investigating Unit and the Prevention and Combating of Corrupt Activities Act of 2004.
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