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    Preface


    Political journalism is at the same time the most wonderful and the most difficult of professions. It shows you the best and worst sides of people in times of great personal triumph and huge personal distress.


    If you choose to answer its calling, political journalism offers a magnificent but dangerous opportunity to witness humanity in all its fallibility and to write, to the best of your limited ability, what the erstwhile Washington Post proprietor Philip Graham called ‘a first rough draft of history’.


    Political journalism has been my profession since 2001. I love it because it has offered me the opportunity to witness and record first-hand South African history as it was made from that point onwards. Some of the key events were the break-up of the Democratic Alliance (DA) in 2001 when the New National Party broke away, which set back the opposition project for almost a decade; the resultant demise of the once all-powerful National Party; the battle between Thabo Mbeki and Jacob Zuma that unfolded between 2002 and 2008; the hope offered by the Motlanthe era; the rise and fall of the Zuma presidency; the tragedy of state capture, and power of ordinary South Africans’ opposition to it, and the dawn of the Ramaphosa era – as well as the elections and debates and many other events in between.


    For me, what sets political journalism apart from other forms of journalism is that it is about a continuous process rather than separate events. A crime reporter, for instance, would report on one crime on one day and a different one the next – mostly, these events are unrelated. But, with political reporting, one reports on a related set of developments – as well as the human condition in all of its manifestations. Much of what one covers in political journalism follows on from or is related to other events, and depends on the changing relationships between people. To a large degree, everything in politics builds on everything that has gone before, and everything has the potential to influence future events. A good political reporter must therefore be able to connect the dots and understand the relational and policy undercurrents – the things that are not apparent on the surface or that are often left unsaid by politicians.


    My profession has afforded me the opportunity to interact with and interview the great and the good – Nobel laureates like Nelson Mandela, FW de Klerk and Desmond Tutu. Other great South Africans I have crossed paths with include former public protector Thuli Madonsela, late politician Frederik van Zyl Slabbert, Olympic medallist Ryk Neethling, academic Russel Botman, education expert Jonathan Jansen, the late academic Jakes Gerwel and businessman Johann Rupert.


    As anyone who loves South Africa and is interested in its past, present and future will know, South African politics is a messy contact sport where hope and despair can arise in quick succession. Covering it is like being in the front row at a boxing match. Writers who have been in such a position will be able to testify that while you have a ringside seat and an unimpeded view of the fight, it also means that the sweat, and even the blood, of the fighters sometimes lands on you, despite your best efforts to avoid it.


    When you cover political punch-ups, those who are on the ropes will often even climb through the ropes and punch you in the face for their own ends, even if this is against the rules. Political journalism has therefore also exposed me to the pettiness, viciousness and pointless score-settling of some people whom many South Africans hold in high esteem, but who shall remain nameless because I took a decision long ago not to become or imitate what I dislike.


    To use a different metaphor, as a political journalist you must try to fly close enough to the sun for you to have maximum light to guide your reporting, but not so close that you get burnt. If you can manage that, it will be an intellectually rewarding, even if constantly challenging, exercise.


    I will try to take you behind the scenes to the back rooms where the deals are made that have an impact on us all. I will try to do justice to the joy my profession has afforded me and to the hope it has always engendered in me for the future of our beloved country. I will respect confidentiality and protect sources, and, as ever, I will take full responsibility for the accuracy of my facts and interpretation.


    Political journalism, if practised at a level above the mediocre, becomes a matter of study, reading, thinking, assessment, developing trust and building relationships, and even, especially, having some fun. Even though all the reading can at times be tedious, it’s crucial that your knowledge of the subject is comparable to or even better than that of the politician you are interacting with.


    One must study and attempt to understand the content and, more importantly, the impact of legislation, regulation and party political documentation. This is valuable foundational knowledge and serves as a breakwater against the unscrupulous, who may attempt to mislead you. However, once you venture beyond the safety of that theoretical breakwater, you enter the great, exciting and dangerous sea of true, gritty and gutsy political reporting. Then, you start dealing with politicians.


    By far the majority of South African politicians are wonderful people who aim to serve and work hard in a profession that the general population is quick to judge negatively. Countless politicians have shown me incredible kindness over the years, have provided excellent argument and discussion, and a few have even become friends. Politicians are people, after all – even though many of their critics tend to forget this.


    However, whenever I lecture university students about political reporting, I tell them the story of the old lady and the snake.


    There was an old lady who lived outside a town and was very lonely. Every day, she would walk into town to buy groceries. One day, on her way back, she passed a snake. The snake was not in a good way. It was, in fact, about to die. The old lady picked it up, took it home and nursed it back to health. Over time, they became friends. The old lady’s lonely days seemed over. Then, one day, the snake bit her.


    As she lay dying, she called out: ‘Why did you do this? I saved you, I cared for you and I fed you. I thought we were friends. How could you?’


    The snake answered: ‘Because I’m a snake.’


    There is much truth in this old story. Some politicians are snakes. The trick is to keep your distance and try to behave as courteously as your mother would expect you to, even at times of extreme provocation. Sometimes, when you write what politicians do not want to read about themselves or their parties, you become a target. They will easily attack you if they get it into their heads that you are driving an agenda or waging a vendetta.


    As a political journalist, you must therefore constantly investigate your own motives to ensure that you are being as balanced and objective as humanly possible. Still, it is important to understand that those attacks will come, regardless of what the true facts are – it comes with the territory. Political journalism is not about winning popularity contests. It quickly teaches you to toughen up.


    In all the years I have covered politics, I have met only three truly toxic and malicious politicians, who had the ability and desire to poison my career, and in all three instances tried to do so. Needless to say, this is extremely unpleasant, but, once again, you must find ways to deal with the situation. A saving grace is if the media house you work for supports you when such things happen. Unfortunately, that is not always a given for political journalists.


    When, as a journalist, you deal with politicians, discretion is the better part of valour. At the same time, if your aim is insightful political reporting and you practise informed punditry, you need to build a position of trust with at least some politicians. Trust is a weird thing – it must come from both sides.


    A professional relationship with a politician comes down to give and take; it is face-threatening and it is risky, yet necessary. It cannot be coldly transactional. The journalist should trust the politician to give him the correct information and an honest interpretation, and the politician should trust the journalist to write accurately and in a balanced way.


    It is much like investing in the stock exchange – even when you make an informed and careful choice, the dividend for both parties is unpredictable. Sometimes your judgement lets you down and you notch up a loss; other times the risky mutual decision to open up bears good fruit.


    For me, political journalism remains an intellectual challenge worth tackling every day. It is a privilege to record the journey of the country I love for all those who find it important and worthwhile reading about.


    I will conclude with an Afrikaans poem that has become my daily motto and which I have translated into English. It is framed and hangs on the wall of my home. It is called ‘Soet is die Stryd’ (‘Sweet is the Battle’) and was written by ID du Plessis:


    You say the battle is lost,


    Our nation too poor and too small,


    Our language born of an urge


    Which will disappear someday soon?


    My friend, you may well be correct,


    Who knows what the future will bring?


    Tomorrow we may be required


    To let go of this wonderful dream.


    But, if we can only strive


    For those victories easily guaranteed,


    What use then the battle of life


    Where one must not be overconfident?


    If your intentions are noble,


    Distress over failure is void,


    Just persevere and be brave –


    It’s the effort of trying which counts!


    Ah, sweet is the battle to the warrior,


    Even if, in the end, he must lose;


    But those who refuse to take part


    Shoot the nation through its weary heart!


    – ‘Soet is die Stryd’ by ID du Plessis, from the volume Land van ons Vadere, Unie-Volkspers, Cape Town, 1945

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


    The day Jesus walked in Nelson Mandela Bay


    In the early hours of Friday morning, 5 August 2016, battle-axe trade unionist Zwelinzima Vavi claimed his eyes had seen the glory of the coming of the Lord. ‘Jesus was seen walking in the streets of Nelson Mandela Metro last night – he is back!’ tweeted Vavi, giving President Jacob Zuma a taste of his own medicine.


    It was two days after the local-government elections and the unimaginable had just happened. The ANC had been unseated from the largest metro government in its Eastern Cape heartland. Several times since 2004, Zuma had said publicly that the ANC would rule ‘until Jesus comes back’, raising the ire of opposition supporters and many Christians of all political persuasions. But he was wrong.


    Not only did the ANC lose Nelson Mandela Bay Metro, by the next evening, the Independent Electoral Commission (IEC) had confirmed that ANC municipal governments had fallen in two more metros: Johannesburg and Tshwane, and in more than 30 municipal and district councils across the country. In the following weeks and months, South Africans watched in disbelief as coalition politics became a new part of our lives.


    To this day, many South Africans believe the ANC is destined to govern. But those who still blindly believe this is a given need to study the cold, hard figures. Nationally, the ANC’s support fell from 62% in the 2014 national election to 53% in the 2016 local-government elections.


    Since then, the ruling party has been further wracked by evidence of state capture, leadership disputes and further upheavals, and its position among voters has hardly improved.


    Zuma’s resignation and Cyril Ramaphosa’s appointment as president lifted the national mood in early 2018, but many of the issues the ANC has to grapple with remain.


    The ANC’s slide since 2016 is also borne out by the numbers. Exactly 118 by-elections took place between the local-government elections on 3 August 2016 and 31 December 2017. The ANC put up candidates in each of these, and registered an average swing against it in these by-elections, countrywide, of 7.4%. An average swing of 7.4% against it in more than 100 by-elections should make any governing party extremely nervous.


    While one swallow does not make a summer, it was interesting that the ANC made no dent in DA support in the first two by-elections since Ramaphosa’s ascension to the presidency.


    Quite frankly, the ANC may be in trouble in the 2019 elections. Until 2016, South Africa was a perfect example of a one-party dominant state, so how could losing power even have become a possibility for the ANC, let alone the probability it currently is? The answer to the question how the ANC gambled away arguably the largest moral, political and liberation dividend in the history of the world will be examined in this book – as will the fascinating dynamics of how a non-ideological opposition cooperative agreement came into being since 2016, and its possible impact on election results in 2019.


    Will 2019 bring a national coalition government? Who might constitute that government? What are the chances of the ANC and the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) teaming up? Or will the EFF and the DA, the odd couple of many municipal cooperative governments, join their fellow opposition parties in ganging up on the ANC?


    Which policy issues could decide who the partners in government will be? What difference will the election of Cyril Ramaphosa as ANC leader and president make to the governing party’s fortunes? And, perhaps most importantly, what will the public make of the potentially game-changing proposal Ramaphosa has up his sleeve to draw opposition parties into an ANC-led government?


    Come 2019, the stakes will be incomparable to any election since 1994, and the political climate change from those days of relative political bonhomie will be complete. It will be a political battle royal with the ultimate reward on offer – the power to participate in the national government.


    In essence, the national and provincial elections of 2019 will be fought between those voters who believe the ANC under Ramaphosa can rid itself of corruption and those who believe it cannot. Either way, the only party that can realistically aim for an absolute majority above 50% in South Africa’s system of complete proportional representation at national and provincial level is the ANC.


    But given the continued and unprecedented flow of support away from the ANC to various opposition parties, there is a definite possibility of the ANC dipping under 50%. If so, coalitions are the future of South African politics, on a provincial and probably a national level, as they already increasingly are on a municipal level. If the ANC does fall below 50% of the vote, then national or provincial coalitions or c0operative agreements will be a necessity whether the ANC wants them or not. It would no longer be the ANC’s choice.


    From 1994 onwards, the ANC became the behemoth of South African post-liberation democratic politics, with firm control over all provinces and metros outside the Western Cape (scoring overall majorities in KwaZulu-Natal since 2009). It was seemingly unshakable.


    This led many a fashionable political commentator to state haughtily what I have always believed to be hogwash, namely that the only true power in South African politics, and at the same time the only true opposition to ANC excesses and misrule, resided within the ANC and its alliance partners, the South African Communist Party (SACP) and the Congress of South African Trade Unions (Cosatu) – in other words, that the only politics worth taking notice of was the politics inside the ruling alliance.


    That notion – overwhelmingly popular as it was at one stage – blinded many in the political establishment to changes taking place in the national political psyche. These changes were evident in the word of mouth on the street, which is difficult to gauge beyond the anecdotal without a wide network of honest, non-self-serving contacts or a polling capacity. (Incidentally, I have found that the only organisations in South Africa with the capacity to poll accurately are the large political parties – certainly not the commercial polling companies, which are often very wide of the mark, for various reasons.) But the changes were even more obvious (and yet ignored – oh so wrongly and ever so often – by the many who peddle a narrative rather than being beholden to facts) if one were to analyse the changing patterns in by-election results and registration figures, which can reveal an accurate projection of expected results.


    It is a core aim of this book to show how changing preferences, quality of governance, social and community activism, interparty relationships and quantitative statistical analysis can be used, without too much effort, by any South African interested in politics to arrive at a strong indication of the outcome of elections. In this way, one will not be unduly surprised by our election results, which helps one plan for the future.


    If one realises that forecasting election results is to a large degree a statistically logical exercise, supported by tactical, strategic and/or policy-based decisions made by those whose job it is to make them, rather than following an analyst’s emotional take on how he or she reads or feels about the national mood and voter preference, it allows one to avoid much of the bullshit that has left so many political analysts completely wide of the mark in their election predictions.


    This was unmasked by columnist Gareth van Onselen in his usual devastatingly forthright and factual manner in his articles ‘Why you should not trust a political analyst’ for Business Day Live on 18 June 2013 and ‘Why you should not trust a political analyst – Part 2’ published by the same website on 6 November that year. Clearly, all of us are better served by applying our own, factually based analysis and projections.


    Should one be so empirically inclined, one should not be as surprised by the 2016 election results or subsequent trends, as many analysts and other South Africans were – not least the still shell-shocked bigwigs of the ANC. I will tell the back story of how the apparently watershed 2016 election results and the subsequent coalitions and cooperative agreements came about. And I will show that it was possible to predict, or at least broadly project, the results beforehand – and, to a lesser degree, the machinations that subsequently took place between and within political parties – and that this was actually done and published, if one only knew to look in the right places.


    If one follows the lessons learnt in 2016, any South African who is willing to make the effort, and possesses the required access to political sources and the ability to maintain an open mind, so that facts remain as untainted by political preference as possible, will be able to project future political outcomes. All the information is available: it is just a matter of using it correctly.


    Much must still happen before the 2019 elections and anyone who wants to make predictions and projections before these things happen would be foolish. However, it is very possible to build a methodology and identify the most important trends that will make coalitions and cooperative agreements succeed or fail. In this way, one can be prepared rather than surprised.


    Is the opposition’s cooperative agreement merely a Bismarckian deal with the devil made between opportunistic opponents of the national democratic revolution, as the ANC would want us to believe? Or is it the art of the possible between patriotic South Africans willing to put aside individual and ideological differences in the national interest – to save the country from becoming a basket case, as the EFF’s Julius Malema argued at a massively important but widely underestimated press conference in Johannesburg in February 2016?


    Can the ANC correct itself and, if so, how? Should a coalition agreement post-2019 include or exclude the ANC? If so, which ANC factions? What was the effect of the December 2017 ANC leadership election process and outcome on the ANC, the national political power-relations picture and possible coalitions?


    More importantly, beyond the vagaries of political power mathematics, the ebb and flow of individual power bases (the so-called politics of the big man or perhaps the big woman) and the identity of future governments, what will the effect of the future political landscape be on the lives of Joe and Joan Soap, those of us who are citizens of the beloved country and wish to make a future here for ourselves and our families?


    Why does it matter, socially and economically?


    What difference could it make?


    Why should we care?


    To attempt answers to these questions, we need to consider the nexus between power, self-interest, idealism, cynicism, political personality and policy. What are the options? What are the possibilities? What are the dynamics driving the main protagonists, and how will they have an impact on our politics, and therefore our personal lives, in the future South Africa?


    All of these questions became topical after the remarkable 2016 local-government election results had shown that political change was possible in South Africa. The loss of support for the ANC in that election was unprecedented for any South African political party since 1910. It had fallen by a catastrophic nine percentage points in only two years to 53% support nationally.


    Since then, by-elections in municipal wards have consistently shown a swing of between 12 and 16 percentage points away from the ANC in areas where the party has historically had a strong presence. This trend has been consistent across the many geographic and demographic boundaries of our diverse country’s electorate.


    Of course, there are major differences between results in national and local-government elections. For one thing, the percentage of people who vote in local government elections is much lower than the turnout in national and provincial elections.


    Furthermore, it is a worldwide phenomenon that opposition parties tend to do better in local than national elections because a discontented voter is more likely to make the effort to vote than a satisfied voter – much like the problematic client who takes up much more time than the others, is impossible to please and often less profitable. Such is life!


    This is especially true in proportional representation systems such as South Africa’s – more so than in geographical, constituency-based first-past-the-post electoral systems, such as America and Britain’s.


    The reason for this is a phenomenon known as differential turnout. The concept is not as difficult to grasp as its highfalutin name would have it. Basically, it means that in a proportional-representation system, the key to success is mobilising your supporters to turn out to vote to a greater degree than your opponent can. The ‘differential’ is the difference between the percentage of your supporters who vote and the percentage of your opponents’ voters. If the differential is in your favour (i.e. if the percentage of your voters is higher), you will perform better. Simply put: the more of your voters who turn out, the better you will do.


    In a society where the governing party has overpromised, underdelivered and underperformed as much as the ANC has in South Africa, the potential differential dividend for the opposition is huge.


    In essence, assuming that every political party believes its own supporters are the best, and its opponents represent the worst, for the ideal differential turnout in a proportional-representation system, one should turn the Irish poet WB Yeats’s line from ‘The Second Coming’ on its head: ‘The best lack all conviction, while the worst/ Are full of passionate intensity.’ That is, one should ensure that the worst voters lack all conviction, while the best are filled with passionate intensity!


    This was very true from an opposition perspective in the 2016 local-government elections, as the following table from the country’s eight metros shows. Remember that every ward has roughly the same number of voters, so these figures show the relative success of opposition parties in driving up the differential turnout – in getting their voters to the polls.
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    The differential turnout does not match the total turnout figure or the actual result because in Cape Town there are more opposition wards than ANC wards, and in the other seven metros there are more ANC wards than opposition wards. Therefore, differential turnout does not necessarily provide an overwhelming advantage. It only provides relative advantage. But in the metros of Johannesburg, Tshwane and Nelson Mandela Bay – and in a growing number of municipalities across the country – differential turnout meant the difference between victory and defeat, as an indication of the passionate intensity of many opposition voters to rid their local government of what they viewed as ANC mismanagement. It made the crucial difference between victory and defeat as ANC supporters saw the levels of their conviction drop while the liberation movement allowed its liberation dividend to be whittled away.


    But whether the differential turnout provides the full or partial road map to victory in a proportional-representation system, the golden rule is that you have to register as many of your supporters as possible, and chase them through the polling booths on voting day like a dedicated farmer would push his sheep or cattle through a dip – the faster, and the greater the numbers, the better. To quote an old Afrikaans adage: Vote early, vote correctly, vote often!


    Basically, you can’t win if your voters aren’t in the booths.


    One of the many ways in which the emergence of the EFF since 2014 has changed South African politics is that it has changed the nature of the differential turnout. As one EFF source explained to me in the election centre as the landmark results of the 2016 election showed a greater advantage to the opposition than the differential turnout suggested: ‘To date, the turnout differential was, to a large degree, racial in nature because the DA tended to win the wards where national racial minorities (white, coloured and Indian) are in the majority by lopsided margins, whereas the ANC did the same in areas where black African voters are in the majority. With the emergence of the EFF, that dynamic has changed, because our supporters weaken the ANC majorities in predominantly black African wards.’


    That was a very good point, as the EFF unseated the ANC in several wards (and have done in a slowly growing number since then) where black African voters form the overwhelming majority.


    But what this interpretation does not do justice to is the extent of the ANC’s weakening in its former strongholds, where it underestimated what that formidable political brain, my friend and former colleague Mpumelelo Mkhabela, in the run-up to the election deftly predicted would be ‘the splintering of the growing black opposition vote’. What this translated into was that various major opposition parties – especially the DA, IFP and United Democratic Movement (UDM) – saw a relative increase in their black support in 2016 as voters abandoned the ANC.


    It saw the political resurrection of the IFP – long believed to be in slow but terminal decline – to the extent that it regained several rural KwaZulu-Natal municipalities and even beat the ANC in Zuma’s bailiwick of Nkandla, where his homestead is. (That, incidentally, led to one of the funniest election examples of a political invention that South Africans have proved themselves to be great at: the meme. The unforgettable meme I refer to is a picture showing Zuma queuing with assorted smiling Zulu matriarchs at his local polling station in Nkandla municipality. The accompanying caption interprets those smiles not as subservient, as the casual passer-by might believe. It shows them to be knowing smiles: ‘Queued with him. Didn’t vote for him.’)


    But the real indication that the IFP was back from the political intensive-care unit was the by-election in the small Zululand hamlet of Nquthu on 24 May 2017. The 2016 result gave the combined opposition (IFP, DA and EFF) a majority of just one seat over the ANC. After some shenanigans by the local ANC and the KwaZulu-Natal Member of the Executive Council (MEC) for local government, the council was dissolved and new elections were called for.


    Weeks of intense campaigning followed. The ANC rolled out all of its big guns against the ever cash-strapped IFP. Taxpayers’ money and state largesse flowed into the ANC campaign. But, astoundingly, when the results came in, the IFP had grown from 45% to 58%, the ANC had dropped from 43% to 34% and the IFP’s two cooperative partners, the DA and the EFF, had seen their fortunes remain largely the same, with minuscule support.


    Journalist Nathi Oliphant compared the ANC’s loss to ‘taking a machine gun to a stick fight and still losing’. Since then, the IFP has not always sustained its growth. A month later, in the uPhongolo municipality, centred on the sugar-cane farming town of Pongola, the IFP failed to build on its momentum and take an ANC ward. Its decline in urban KwaZulu-Natal also continues unabated.


    However, what held true for IFP growth in 2016 was even truer for the DA. It grew its black support in most provinces, and in some Western Cape township polling stations, notably in Khayelitsha (Cape Town) and Kayamandi (Stellenbosch), its support grew fivefold, albeit from a very low base.


    Together with a strengthening of its support base among white, coloured and Indian voters, this ensured that the DA was again the major party that showed the largest growth in 2016. We shall examine the reasons for this, as well as the factors stifling DA growth.


    This book sets out to map the possibilities of governance by cooperative agreement or coalition after the 2019 general election. But before we get to all that, let me take you behind the scenes of the 2016 coalition and cooperation deal that unseated the ANC and turned South African politics on its head.


    Let’s investigate how Jesus came to walk on the streets of Nelson Mandela Bay, Tshwane and Johannesburg, and what we can learn from this going into 2019. It is a tale of back-room dealings and double-crossed agreements offered, rejected and remade. It is nothing short of a political thriller. It was history in the making, history as it was made.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    Reading the tea leaves or, rather, the stats


    On 21 August 2014, a tad more than three months after a general election that saw 25 of its number elected to the National Assembly, the EFF changed South African parliamentary politics forever. It managed to place Parliament at the centre of South African political discourse and elevated the parliamentary TV channel to one of the most popular in the country – outperforming in popularity the soap operas with which it came to share many characteristics.


    The business of the day was presidential question time, until then an occasion as dour as the National Assembly itself, where ANC politicians would ask sweetheart non-questions and opposition leaders would direct hopelessly polite enquiries to President Zuma, who would laboriously stumble through, reading written non-replies (in extra-large text size for easier reading, one could see from the press gallery above his podium), cooked up on his behalf by government apparatchiks.


    On that August afternoon, Zuma, who had not taken the time to prepare, was clearly struggling with the content of ‘his’ answers for the first time at the dais. In the process, he showed his presidential disdain for parliamentary question time, which should be a showcase of Westminster-style political cut-and-thrust politics.


    Man, it was dire. But all this was about to change.


    The next moment, the EFF leader, Julius Malema, asked Zuma when he was going to ‘pay back the money’ – the taxpayers’ money spent on installing luxuries at his private homestead at Nkandla – as directed by then Public Protector Thuli Madonsela in her ‘Secure in Comfort’ report.


    Of course, Zuma was never going to answer that question. He dodged it like he had so many times before, refusing to take responsibility, instead ducking and deflecting, as is his wont.


    All of a sudden, the EFF contingent started chanting rhythmically, ‘Pay back the money! Pay back the money!’


    Their members started punching their benches with their fists. ‘Pay back the money! Pay back the money!’


    In no time, it became a primal scream that resonated with the South African public: ‘Pay back the money!’


    The EFF members refused to stop. The National Assembly speaker, Baleka Mbete (always biased in favour of the ANC and not objective, as the speaker should be) could do nothing to shut them up.


    Other political parties could not be heard above the din. Eventually, Mbete adjourned proceedings. Only the EFF remained in the chamber, and four of us journalists in the press gallery.


    At that point, parliamentary security officials attempted to clear us from the press gallery. We refused to leave. Our journalist colleagues outside the venue had noted the arrival of public-order police units, reportedly armed with canisters probably containing tear gas.


    There were two main reasons why we refused to be removed. The first was that it is the primary duty of journalists to bear witness – to write a ‘first rough draft of history’, preferably from the position of eyewitness. The closer to the action, the better.


    The second reason went deeper, and comes down to what William L Shirer, an American journalist and Chicago Tribune correspondent who was in Berlin during the build-up to the Third Reich, defined as the role of the journalist when confronted with the growth of evil. In his seminal work on that dark chapter of German history, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, Shirer preciously and, to my mind, correctly, argues that the role of journalists who are confronted by the clear and present danger of imminent evil is to report on it while opposing it.1


    To my colleagues and me, it was clear that these EFF MPs were in imminent danger of being tear-gassed and assaulted. Such behaviour belonged to the old South Africa, and could never be repeated. We would not allow it – not on our watch. We would bear witness and oppose.


    We refused to vacate and rallied our fellow parliamentary journalists to join us, noting that strength lies in numbers. In the end, proceedings were suspended for the day and the EFF MPs were not physically harmed. Given the intense violence later unleashed upon EFF MPs under Mbete’s bloody and violent parliamentary reign, I believe we did the right thing.


    The violent ejection of EFF members from the National Assembly to which they had been elected by the people became commonplace. It also became clear that the vast majority of ANC MPs enjoyed watching these thuggish assaults. I found it nauseating, particularly when female EFF MPs were assaulted and ANC leaders, including the president, could be seen and heard encouraging the violence against women, laughing out loud at the sight of their opponents being roughed up.


    How uncouth and base these events were! How against everything our democratic constitutional order stands for.


    In terms of future opposition cooperation, another very important event took place, this time on 13 November 2014, late at night, during a debate on, of all boring things, the Great Inga hydroelectric scheme in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Given the late hour, I was the only journalist in the parliamentary press gallery when 63-year-old EFF MP Reneilwe Mashabela rose to speak on the topic.


    During her speech, she touched on the probability of corruption sullying the project, given the economic interests of the Zuma family holdings in the Congo. ‘The president is a criminal! The president is a thief! The whole world knows the president of the ANC is the greatest thief in the world!’ she screamed. She refused to withdraw her statement or leave the podium, as instructed.


    It was an amazing speech. Watch it on YouTube if you haven’t yet heard it.


    Then, in an unprecedented move, the police entered to take her away. The police had last been seen on the floor of a parliamentary chamber in South Africa on 6 September 1966, when apartheid-era premier Hendrik Verwoerd was assassinated – but even that was not during a sitting.


    The shock of seeing police in Parliament jolted even the oh-so-civilised DA into action. In scenes I have to admit I found rather inspiring, MPs from the DA, EFF and IFP clobbered the intruding cops into submission and threw them out of a chamber they should never have entered in the first place.


    It was crude, but it was a turning point in opposition cooperation. Never in their wildest dreams could the EFF have expected to see MPs, men and women, from the liberal DA and feudal IFP put their bodies on the line together, bleeding and spitting out teeth to the point of being hospitalised, to stop the ANC-directed thugs from beating up EFF members and undermining our constitutional democracy.


    In the months and years that followed, this unacceptable violence became commonplace, reaching a low point in February 2015 during Zuma’s state of the nation address. The white-shirted thugs specifically targeted Mashabela. They broke her jaw as the president looked on and laughed. She spent weeks recuperating but, as we will see, these chickens came home to roost when the EFF had to decide who to back when municipal coalitions and cooperative agreements had to be decided upon some 18 months later.


    What goes around comes around, the ANC would learn.


    As these events and other political developments were happening and the ANC became more and more mired in corruption, a low-key process was playing out far from the madding crowd.


    In August 2014, I reliably understand, the EFF leadership asked an interlocutor whether the DA would be interested in cooperating with them politically. This request was repeated over the next months but, initially, the DA did not show much interest.


    Then, towards the end of 2015, a few months before the 2016 local-government elections, the EFF roped in a second interlocutor too influential for even the complacent DA to ignore. The EFF intimated to this broker that it was willing to work together against ANC governance should the opportunity arise in the local-government elections – with the proviso that the EFF had to keep the DA at arm’s length in the interest of its own political growth prospects.


    The message was delivered. This time, the DA took it seriously and reacted. Given how things developed, I’d say the EFF achieved its goal in the 2016 elections.


    Although no formal meeting took place with the EFF, the DA’s brains trust, notably Federal Executive Chairperson James Selfe, started working on possible coalition agreement wordings. The DA had to ask itself, and some outside the DA, an important political question: how could such political cooperation or coalition work with a party, specifically the EFF, with which it did not share much in the line of policy or political principle?


    The answer it came up with was twofold. First, sometimes distrust can be a very good foundation for political cooperation because it keeps all partners honest. Secondly, the major issues where the DA differed from the EFF – such as land, nationalisation and non-racialism – did not primarily affect the kind of municipal service-delivery and clean-governance issues upon which local-government elections turn.


    The DA also realised that it would need a corps of well-trained party members to take up key municipal management positions should these municipalities fall to the opposition. So they started training such individuals, which was an excellent move. The only problem was that they ended up not training enough – they were surprised by and unprepared for their own success, winning many more municipalities than they had ever anticipated.


    Malema made an important move at a press conference in Johannesburg in February 2016 where he coined the term ‘Zupta’ to reflect the confluence of the nefarious interests of the Zuma and Gupta families. He was at his quotable best when he said he would not allow South Africa to be ‘sold for a pot of curry’. Malema also indicated that the EFF was willing to work with anyone to ensure that South Africa did not become the next African failure.


    A few months before Malema’s statement, my suspicions had been raised that coalition talks may be afoot. Having watched the hatching entente for a while, the February 2016 EFF press conference was the point when I realised that an unlikely opposition cooperative agreement was indeed on the cards. When I checked with reliable EFF and DA sources, my impression was confirmed – off the record, of course. This was big news and I decided to monitor developments closely.


    The impression that the electoral tide was turning against the ANC and the realisation that the opposition could make great strides in the 2016 local-government elections was confirmed by the registration figures for the first voter-registration weekend at the beginning of 2016.


    It was not widely realised, but, as I wrote in the Sunday Times almost three months before the election, ‘Opposition strongholds registered more new voters than the bastions of ANC support in metros where the ruling party is vulnerable – but the ANC did spectacularly well in KwaZulu-Natal.’


    To me, this was an early and strong indication that differential turnout could be decisive in 2016. And it was. I continued:


    When analysed, the wealth of data for the 22 617 polling stations across the country provides the strongest pointer yet to the election outcome. Because of their divided past, South Africans tend to vote in geographical blocs determined largely by race and, increasingly, by class. Very few metropolitan municipal wards are diverse enough to be closely contested, which gives analysts the luxury of using data showing where people registered, to project how these areas are likely to vote.2


    I also wrote that factors to watch in Johannesburg specifically would be ‘whether the three main parties can motivate their supporters to turn out and vote, and whether allegiance will switch between the ANC and EFF in either direction. Another crucial consideration will be whether, if the ANC misses 50%, the DA and the EFF can find each other to create a coalition government.’3


    Furthermore, I pointed out that about 12 000 new DA voters had registered in Nelson Mandela Bay, against about 5 000 new ANC voters and fewer than 1 000 new EFF voters. ‘This is a net gain of about 7 000 for the DA, which is still about 13 000 short of a majority, but would also ensure that the ANC does not achieve 50%. A hung council – where no single party has more than 46% of the vote – thus becomes a strong possibility.’4


    In an apparent foreboding of things to come in this troublesome metro, I noted that ‘[s]uch a city government could be unstable and hard to manage, with the larger parties at the mercy of the smaller groupings’.5


    In KwaZulu-Natal, however, the ANC outregistered its main rivals by a factor of almost six to one.


    This trend of higher registration in opposition-supporting wards of key metros – and, more remarkably, of a decrease in the number of voters registered in ANC strongholds in those same metros was confirmed once more during the second voters’ registration weekend. The August 2016 election results were not hard to predict or interpret if you transposed the number of new voters per ward onto the voting history of each ward.


    This is an important and easy skill to acquire for anyone wishing to make a fast buck betting on South African election results. Personally, I don’t bet on politics, but some of my friends made handsome amounts using this method to extrapolate and project probable election results. One of the ways to do so is to note the decrease in voters registering in wards where the ANC had traditionally held huge majorities, as I did in an article published in the Rand Daily Mail on 7 July 2016, about a month before the election:
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‘A clear-eyed, evidence-driven and thrilling look at our recent political past that
presents intriguing scenarios for how things will pan out in future.’ - Justice Malala
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