

[image: cover]















[image: ]

























For Thuli Madonsela, Pravin Gordhan and all those in the press, judiciary and civil society who combined to ‘save South Africa’ and its constitution under threat.
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PREFACE





This book describes the vertiginously rapid descent of political leadership in South Africa from Mandela to Zuma, and its consequences. It may read in parts like a novel – a crime novel – for Sherlock Holmes’ old adversary, Professor Moriarty, the erstwhile ‘Napoleon of Crime’, would have been impressed by the ingenuity, audacity and sheer scale of the looting of the public purse in South Africa and the impunity with which it has been accomplished.


Readers will find an impressive array of rogues and villains in this account, together with some authentic heroes – and heroines. But this is also an uplifting story. For though the odds appeared to be stacked against them and it looked for a while as if they could lose out decisively, those struggling for the chance of a better government in the end prevailed – by just ninety votes.


Is there something in the nature of liberation movements that causes them, once power is achieved, to morph into kleptocracies, as in Angola, Zimbabwe and South Africa under Zuma? Or is it a function of leadership? How is it that internationally reputable companies such as KPMG, McKinsey, SAP and HSBC are so easily drawn into such a web of corruption?


Is such a process reversible? In South Africa we are about to find out.


In the last years of apartheid, it fell to me to persuade Margaret Thatcher that there could be no solution for South Africa without the ANC. Mandela, however improbably, kept urging me to join it because, he said, ‘You think like us.’ I told him that I thought like him, but not like a lot of his colleagues. I was fortunate also to count Oliver Tambo as a friend and, in my opinion, the ANC alone was capable of governing South Africa in the first two decades after majority rule. When the only two signed copies of the Freedom Charter came up for auction, I was glad to help buy them for the Liliesleaf Trust and the national archives, it being South Africa’s version of Magna Carta. Although the movement had long since had its dark side, given the divisions of the opposition left and right, there are many who have continued to believe that the best outcome for South Africa would be for the ANC to reform itself, the question being whether it can find the capacity to do so.


Corruption has become so endemic within the ruling party, a way of life for so many of the party cadres at the centre and in the regions, that there still are many doubts on that score. Cyril Ramaphosa will have a titanic struggle to do better, but ending the spectacular looting of the state-owned enterprises, which has inflicted so much damage on the economy and the public finances, should be within his grasp.


Twenty-four years into majority rule, the black middle class is numerically stronger, and soon will have more purchasing power, than their white counterparts. The private sector still is dominated by white South Africans, who also own two thirds of the commercially cultivable land. There has been a tidal wave of affirmative action, biased towards the politically connected. The post-apartheid governments have provided low-cost houses, electricity and clean water for millions of black South Africans who had no access to them before. Social grants are being provided to almost 18 million people – one third of the population – who would be in truly desperate poverty without them, but no dent has been made in the vast army of the unemployed.


Acknowledging these major achievements is very different to accepting the party’s legitimacy under the presidency of Jacob Zuma. The country has deserved better than the looting of state coffers to which it has been and currently still is subjected. For, despite all the problems from its tragic past, South Africa has succeeded in establishing a non-racial society full of remarkably determined, talented and enterprising people, offering plenty of hope for the future. They include the serried ranks of courageous independent journalists, black and white, who have proved no more able to be silenced today than they were under apartheid, and the judges, who have acted with equal courage and independence. The country contains too much talent, and too large an emerging middle class, to be turned into a banana republic.


Mandela, in my experience, was genuinely colour blind. At his trial, he declared that he was against white domination, he also was against black domination. He wanted white South Africans to ‘feel safe’. He understood that the new South Africa could not thrive without the vital contribution the white community makes to the economy.


The rhetoric from those who just, so narrowly, lost the ANC presidency, was increasingly race based. Instead of attributing the country’s ills to the failure to tackle unemployment and promote economic growth, they were supposed to be the fault of ‘white minority capital’, whereas the only monopolies in fact are the state-owned enterprises, where the worst problems lie. While further ‘transformation’ certainly will now take place, it is likely to be on a more rational basis.


It is unwise to despair about the ‘Beloved Country’ of Alan Paton and Nelson Mandela any more than they did, in far worse circumstances. The incredibly narrow cliff-hanging victory of Cyril Ramaphosa and his succession as President will provide far greater integrity at the head of the party and of the country. His greatest difficulty is going to be in dealing with his own colleagues, half of whom, for the past nine years, have been pillars of the Zuma regime.


Yet this wafer-thin victory was of fundamental importance for the South African economy and for the constitution. For continuance of the Zuma regime was fast approaching the point at which it would have proved incompatible with a free press and judiciary, or with free elections.


So how did this extraordinary result come about? It was a famous victory for the still fiercely independent South African press, for a fearless judiciary, a formidably effective and highly motivated civil society and for the outstanding examples set by such champions of integrity as Thuli Madonsela and Pravin Gordhan, battling a fundamentally corrupt and evil system. One of those who did so most effectively, the cartoonist Zapiro, has provided the illustrations for this book. The cumulative effect of their efforts was to persuade delegates who voted for Ramaphosa that, otherwise, they would lose the next election.


So contrary to many expectations, including those at times of the present author, this grim story has become a more hopeful one. Ramaphosa was Mandela’s choice to succeed him. The challenges facing him will be huge and will come more from his colleagues than from his political opponents. The jury is still out on whether the ANC will prove to be reformable. But this magnificent country once again will have a President committed to honouring the constitution he helped to negotiate.

















INTRODUCTION







‘I argued with someone who said that the country comes first and I said as much as I understand that, I think my organisation, the ANC, comes first.’


JACOB ZUMA, 7 NOVEMBER 2015





In March 2014, South Africa’s Public Protector, Thuli Madonsela, addressed a packed meeting of students at Wits University in Johannesburg. She had recently published her report, entitled Secure in Comfort, on the 246 million rand worth of ‘security upgrades’ at President Zuma’s homestead in the desperately poor neighbourhood of Nkandla in rural KwaZulu-Natal.


Speaking almost in a whisper to a rapt overspilling audience in the Senate Hall, she observed that




George Orwell tells us about a community, pretty much like ours, but it’s a community of animals. These animals were enslaved by humans, and the humans made those animals work very hard … the humans ate all of the food and gave the animals very little. Over time, among the animals, leaders emerged that started to tell the animals that it’s not right to be oppressed by humans … one day the animals revolted and kicked the humans out of the farm.


When the animals started to govern their own farm, they created rules for themselves. These rules included all animals are equal, no animal should eat milk or eggs, no animal should sleep in a bed with sheets. It was going to be from each according to their ability, and to each according to his needs. After a little while everyone was happy. The humans were gone. The animals that liberated most of the other animals were the pigs. After a period of time, the pigs started to feel that we liberated you, we deserve better, and after time the pigs started to eat more than the others … they do all of the thinking, they do all of the coordination, they liberated the animals, they deserve to be fed better. And the rules started changing, imperceptibly overnight … It used to say all animals are equal, then suddenly, it said some are more equal than others.







* * *





When his great friend Nelson Mandela died in December 2013, Desmond Tutu was given no part in the services of remembrance for him. He was not even on the 5,000-strong guest list for the funeral, though he received a last-minute invitation following a public outcry. He was, he said, very hurt by this, though he was thrilled to be invited to preach at the memorial service in Westminster Abbey.


Archbishop Tutu knew very well why he had not been invited to do so in South Africa. Several months before, he had declared that he would not be voting for the ANC in the 2014 elections. While he had never belonged to a political party, he had wanted to support one that would be close to ‘the sort of things that we would love to see. On the whole, the ANC was that. Have you noticed the tense?’ He acknowledged the achievements – many more people had electricity and running water, social grants for the poor and, by this time, a huge HIV programme. But he could not accept the self-enrichment, corruption, abuse of power and failure to tackle inequality.


In February 2016 he declared (hyperbolically) that the Zuma government was worse than that under apartheid ‘because at least you were expecting it with apartheid’. They had been expecting a government that was sensitive to the constitution. Tutu declared that ‘one of the big problems is that the ANC reckons that the freedom we have is due to them’ and that others who campaigned against apartheid did not matter. ‘Mr Zuma,’ he added, ‘you and your government don’t represent me … You are behaving in a way that is totally at variance with the things for which we stood.’ He reminded the ruling party that the Nationalists too had enjoyed a large majority; the ANC ‘had better watch out!’


Tutu’s differences with the ANC had started long before. No one had done more than he had to support the cause of liberation in the townships. But he was appalled by and did what he could to prevent the killing of ‘collaborators’ by necklacing (hanging a burning tyre around their necks). A great admirer of the older generation of ANC leaders – Sisulu, Tambo, Kathrada and others, who had sacrificed so much for the cause – he was less impressed by the power-hungry cadres who appeared the moment ‘liberation’ had been achieved.


It was his initiative to set up the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which had to listen to the appalling litany of crimes and murders by the apartheid regime, but he found the ANC extremely reluctant to acknowledge any misdeeds of their own, including the arbitrary execution of supposed dissidents at the infamous Quatro camp in Angola. The ANC were furious that the report highlighted these abuses, along with the misdeeds of Winnie Mandela, and by the statement that its armed wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK), had ended up killing more civilians than agents of the regime. Thabo Mbeki denounced ‘scurrilous attempts to criminalise the liberation struggle’.


The ANC’s attempts to get this part of the report suppressed caused Tutu to denounce the ‘abuse of power’, warning that ‘yesterday’s oppressed can quite easily become today’s oppressors’. But Mandela intervened to insist that everyone must move on and accept the conclusions of the Commission.


Tutu thereafter was strongly critical of the failure of the Mbeki government to condemn the behaviour of the Mugabe regime in Zimbabwe. In 2008 he said that Mugabe should stand down or be removed by force for ‘destroying a beautiful country’. He accused the government of kowtowing to China when it refused to issue a visa to his friend, the Dalai Lama, who was invited to attend the Archbishop’s eightieth birthday celebrations. By then, his disillusionment with the ANC in government was complete.




* * *





Along with Archbishop Tutu, the other most popular and admired figure in South Africa is the former Public Protector, Thuli Madonsela. Having grown up in Soweto and attended Evelyn Baring High School in Swaziland, she joined in student protests and was detained for three months in Diepkloof prison. She graduated in law from the University of Swaziland and Wits University,1 and became an ordinary member of the Pretoria branch of the ANC. She believed, however, that holding political office would not be her ‘best contribution as a human being’, declining nomination as an ANC MP. As a member of the team who drafted the new constitution, she said of Mandela: ‘We will always admire him for gladly submitting his administration to the checks and balances such as the courts and institutions supporting democracy when its actions came into question.’


Madonsela served as a member of the South African Law Reform Commission, before being appointed Public Protector by President Zuma, with all-party support in the National Assembly, in 2009. Zuma declared that she would carry out her work ‘without fear or favour’. In 2012 she investigated ‘kickbacks’ received by the then ANC Youth League leader, Julius Malema, from an engineering contractor.


Her report on the ‘security upgrades’ to Zuma’s homestead at Nkandla (Secure in Comfort), published in March 2014, began by quoting the former US Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis: ‘If the government becomes a lawbreaker, it breeds contempt for the law; it invites every man to become a law unto himself.’


Madonsela concluded that Zuma had benefited unduly from the 246 million rand spent on Nkandla. Among other features of the palatial upgrade was the construction of a large swimming pool, subsequently described as a ‘fire pool’, a chicken run and an amphitheatre. Her report produced a violent reaction from Gwede Mantashe and Lindiwe Sisulu for the ANC, with Mantashe denouncing it as a ‘political’ report, followed up by attacks from other leading members of the ANC.


In August 2014 Zuma, who initially had claimed that his family were paying for the upgrades, responded with a submission to Parliament in response to her report. Madonsela replied that this had not answered the questions she had raised. Mantashe and his deputy, Jessie Duarte, said that the ANC wanted her to ‘behave correctly’, not to abuse her powers, and stop being ‘populist’. She subsequently was accused of ‘behaving like a counterrevolutionary’ and being a CIA spy.


Parliament failed completely in its duty to act on her report. No proper parliamentary inquiry was ever held. Instead, a series of ANC ministers and spokesmen perjured themselves in testifying that Zuma had no case to answer, only for them to be left high and dry when, alarmed at the prospect of an imminent further judgment from the Constitutional Court, Zuma executed a U-turn, offering to repay the costs of the upgrades deemed to have benefited him personally, to the embarrassment of all the acolytes continuing to insist that he had done nothing wrong.


On 31 March 2016, in a televised ceremony, the full bench of the Constitutional Court, clad in their judicial robes, led by the Chief Justice Mogoeng Mogoeng, delivered a unanimous verdict that the President had acted in violation of the constitution in failing to comply with the Public Protector’s judgment that he must pay back the money spent on non-security features of the upgrades to his homestead at Nkandla, such as the swimming pool. Parliament also was criticised by the Court for having failed to uphold the constitution, the ANC members of it having backed Zuma to the hilt in his assertions that he had no case to answer. There could have been no more striking demonstration of the fundamental incompatibility of the Zuma regime and the rule of law.


Having tried and failed to vilify Madonsela, Zuma was obliged to apologise and promise to pay the money back. Demands that the President should resign or be recalled by the ANC for having been found guilty of violating the constitution were dismissed as having no chance of succeeding by Zwelinzima Vavi, former Secretary General of the trade union federation, because, he contended, ‘Jacob Zuma is an embodiment of the ANC today’. The Youth and Women’s Leagues immediately came out in support of the President, as did the Secretary General, Gwede Mantashe, who declared that, Zuma having apologised, it would be wrong to take any action against him. It was left to the older generation of Robben Islanders led by Ahmed Kathrada, along with Trevor Manuel, to call for his resignation. In the impeachment vote in Parliament, all 243 ANC MPs present supported the absurd proposition that the President had done nothing wrong.


This response, confirming Vavi’s analysis, not only betrayed the prior ideals of the ANC, but did nothing to restore public confidence in them or undo the huge amount of damage their unconditional support for Zuma had inflicted on them. Those who did emerge with honour in this affair were Thuli Madonsela and the judges of the Constitutional Court, while South Africa was left to contemplate how it could possibly afford three more years of Jacob Zuma as President.


The doubts as to whether it could do so were further reinforced with the publication in October 2016 of Madonsela’s final report, State of Capture, setting out in detail the relationships between the President and his family, the Gupta family and the role they appeared to be playing in seeking to remove the Finance Minister and others in the South African Treasury who were an obstacle to their commercial ambitions.




NOTES


1 Thandeka Gqubule, No Longer Whispering to Power, Jonathan Ball, 2017




















CHAPTER I


FROM MANDELA TO MBEKI





On 10 May 1994 Nelson Mandela was sworn in as the first democratically elected President of South Africa in the presence of his counterparts from around the world, amid scenes of great emotion. The relatively peaceful end to the apartheid regime was hailed as a near miracle around the world and by many in South Africa. It took two Nobel Prize winners, not just one, to steer the country away from the abyss into which it was heading. The apartheid laws had all been repealed not by Mandela, but by F. W. de Klerk who, despite the misgivings of many of his supporters, had shown the political courage and wisdom to take the actions necessary to break the cycle of ever greater political violence and conjure away the spectre of civil war.


In retrospect, it may seem the obvious thing to have done, but when on 2 February 1990 he announced the unbanning of the ANC, the forthcoming release of Mandela and his intention to achieve a negotiated solution, hardly anyone had expected him to do so. Having got to know F. W. de Klerk well over the previous two years, I became convinced that this very conservative but fundamentally decent man would end up surprising us all. De Klerk rang me at midnight before making his speech. ‘You can tell your Prime Minister,’ he said, ‘that she will not be disappointed.’ ‘We could have held out for another twenty years,’ some of his supporters protested, to which de Klerk’s reply was ‘And what would we have done then?’ There are many South Africans, black and white, who would have ended up being killed in further senseless violence but for F. W. de Klerk.


But it was Mandela who, thereafter, became the most admired leader on the planet, and utterly deservedly so, given the magnanimity he displayed towards those who had imprisoned him for twenty-seven years, his lack of bitterness, determination to embrace his former enemies, genuine colour blindness and insistence that the new South Africa should be inclusive and not subject to division on racial lines. This did not mean any lack of determination to redress the injustices of the past or to engineer a redistribution of wealth.


On his release from prison, his first act was to read out what the Financial Times correspondent described as a ‘speech from hell’, written for him by the ANC and strongly influenced by Winnie Mandela.2 But next morning, in the garden of Archbishop Tutu, the world heard the real Mandela declare that he wanted the whites, who were going to have to hand over power, to ‘feel safe’, believing as he did that the country could not succeed without them.


Having invited Mandela to his first meal in a Johannesburg restaurant after twenty-seven years in jail, I saw him greet every one of the business executives lunching there as if they were long-lost friends, even though, as he well knew, half of them had voted to keep him in prison. When in April 1993, at a crucial moment in the transition to democracy, the ANC’s military leader, Chris Hani, was assassinated on the orders of a white extremist, creating a serious risk of racial violence, Mandela took to the airwaves to say that a white neighbour, at risk to herself, forthwith had given the police the licence plate number of the murderer, so as to bring him to justice.


This he followed by inviting General Constand Viljoen, leader of the Afrikaner ‘bitter enders’ and at the time threatening a coup, to a discussion over tea, with Mandela, naturally, serving the tea himself. The General was disarmed, as most of Mandela’s adversaries tended to be, abandoning plans for an insurrection. There followed Mandela’s adoption of the Springbok rugby captain, Francois Pienaar, whose team consisted of fourteen white South Africans and one black. When, at the June 1995 Rugby World Cup Final in Johannesburg, Mandela walked out on to the field wearing Pienaar’s Springbok jersey, there was not a dry eye among the tens of thousands of Afrikaners present in the stadium.


But the Mandela I knew was no saint. He was, in fact, the craftiest political operator I ever encountered, having met quite a few. His opponents constantly were kept off balance by his tendency at least to pretend to see their point of view. Knowing very well that many in his party had an agenda far more radical than his own, he never hesitated to read out hardline speeches written by his colleagues, while invariably seeking compromise himself. Having founded the military wing of the ANC (MK) as the only way of getting the attention of the regime, he never believed that it would be feasible to defeat them in battle. They could only be defeated politically.


As his great friend Archbishop Tutu observed, this diamond had just one flaw, which was to put his faith in colleagues who did not always deserve his confidence. This led him for years to pretend that the violence affecting South Africa had nothing to do with the ANC, but was entirely the responsibility of their rivals in the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) and ‘third force’ elements supported by sections of the security forces, which were indeed contributing to the mayhem. While the IFP’s Chief Buthelezi had refused to negotiate with the government so long as Mandela remained in jail, once he was released, at the behest of ANC militants in Natal, Mandela declined to meet him for a year. This, Mandela confessed to me afterwards, was a mistake. Only once they met did joint efforts begin to be made to reduce ANC/Inkatha violence in Natal.


He did not, in private, really believe in ANC innocence himself. On one occasion, I showed him a photograph of young thugs necklacing a Zulu hostel dweller. ‘But these are not our people,’ he said. I pointed to the ANC T-shirts they were wearing. Not until shortly before his election as President did he declare publicly that the ANC were just as responsible as others. The great man quite frequently, and deliberately, at least in public, was in denial about the misdeeds of some of his colleagues, whatever he thought of them privately. When I arranged for him to take a holiday in KaNgwane with his and my friend Enos Mabuza, he was bombarded by messages from his wife, heavily involved with violent township youth (‘Come back, Baba. We are at war’).


Concerned to retain the support of ‘the youth’, Mandela asked me to help persuade the government to release the young activist Peter Mokaba, only for Mokaba then to make a speech about ‘One bullet, one Boer’. When I remonstrated with him about this, Mandela told me, with a straight face, ‘The young man must have been misquoted!’ He knew perfectly well that this was not the case and Mokaba, I was told by others, got a severe dressing-down. It subsequently was the jackal-like Mokaba who led the attack on Mandela at the last meeting he ever attended of the ANC politburo (see page 24).


Each time he told me that his wife, then standing trial, was innocent of any involvement in the case of Stompie Moeketsi, murdered by her ‘football team’, I would remain silent, only for him then to say that it was his fault anyway, having abandoned her for twenty-seven years. It was not her other misdeeds that caused him to break with Winnie, but the discovery of her infidelity.


As Mandela said to me, for a leader who loses the support of his followers, it remains only for him to write his memoirs. His loyalty to his party and determination to retain the support of all sections of it, including especially the youth wing, could lead him to defend the indefensible, as he did in March 1994 just six weeks before the elections, when guards at Shell House, the ANC headquarters in Johannesburg, opened fire on Inkatha demonstrators, killing nineteen of them. He even claimed that he had given the order to defend the building and to ‘kill, if necessary’, though in fact the order to shoot was given in panic by the head of security there. The Nugent Commission of Inquiry rejected ANC claims that Inkatha had been responsible, declaring that the shooting had been unjustified.


In his book Knowing Mandela, John Carlin paints a portrait of the real Mandela, at least as wily as he was saintly, insisting on both counts on the inclusion of verses from the Afrikaner anthem Die Stem in the new national anthem and that the rugby team should go on calling themselves the Springboks.


Following repeated clashes between Zulu hostel dwellers and ANC youth in Katlehong, addressing an extremely militant ANC crowd, demanding weapons and no peace, Mandela told them that they too were responsible for the violence. ‘You must ask a member of Inkatha, why are we fighting?’ When this produced an uproar: ‘Listen to me! Listen to me! I am your leader! Do you want me to go on leading you?’ until the crowd were subdued.3


The least ideological of politicians, Mandela actually had been classified briefly as a member of the South African Communist Party by virtue of his leadership of MK, but all those imprisoned with him on Robben Island knew that he was an African nationalist, whose one absolute guiding principle was one person, one vote. While on the Island, there were some fiery exchanges between Mandela and Govan Mbeki, father of Thabo, in response to Mbeki senior’s hardline communist views.


In a series of meetings with him after his release Mandela from time to time would urge me to join the ANC – a curious proposition to make to Thatcher’s envoy. It was, he claimed, a broad church, ‘and you think like us’. The ANC to him was not a party, but a movement. He told his friend George Bizos that, when he died, he would seek among the Elysian fields to join the local branch of the ANC.


When I raised with him the commitment in the Freedom Charter to public ownership of the banks and mines, Mandela said with a smile, ‘It was fashionable then!’ (when he was about to go to jail), adding, ‘And we got these ideas from you!’ I said that they had ceased to be fashionable, even in the Soviet Union.


While the rest of the ANC, even after his release, wanted to continue fighting with Margaret Thatcher about sanctions, Mandela knew from his great friend, the anti-apartheid campaigner Helen Suzman, who had secured for the Robben Islanders many improvements in their conditions of imprisonment, and from me – as I was permitted to reply to a letter he had written to me from jail – the efforts Thatcher had been making to help get him released. Whatever the rest of the movement thought, Mandela told me, he was determined to ‘get her on my side’. Conducting a hilarious rehearsal for his meeting with her, I told him that we would support him on ‘one person, one vote’, but ‘You must stop all this nonsense about nationalising the banks and the mines.’


I asked Thatcher to give him time to tell her his story. ‘You mean I mustn’t interrupt him?’ she said. And she didn’t, in – a record for her – nearly an hour. For she was just as impressed as others by the extraordinary dignity and lack of bitterness of her visitor. As the meeting went on for ever, the journalists outside started to chant ‘Free Nelson Mandela’. On emerging, he declared: ‘She IS an enemy of apartheid.’ But not before she had told him to ‘stop all this nonsense about nationalising the banks and the mines’, provoking a grin from him to me.


He was an even greater success with the Queen, who he took to calling Elizabeth – not a form of address permitted to anyone else on the planet, save the Duke of Edinburgh.


As for his personal style, his most effective and acerbic critic in Parliament was the leader of the Democratic Party, Tony Leon. The party had a proud history in the efforts its forebear, the Progressive Federal Party (PFP), had made in opposing every aspect of apartheid, but had been wiped out in the 1994 elections, emerging with just 1.7 per cent of the votes. When Mandela said that he was fed up being attacked by the representative of a Mickey Mouse party, Leon replied that he was fed up with Mandela’s ‘Goofy economics’. While in intensive care after being struck down by a heart attack, Leon heard a voice behind the curtain say: ‘Hello, Mickey Mouse, this is Goofy,’ as Mandela visited him in hospital.4


Meeting Mandela on his return from a visit to Libya, I told him as politely as I could that it was not a good idea to have described Gaddafi as a ‘great supporter of human rights’, only to be interrupted by Helen Suzman. ‘How could you be so silly, Nelson!’ she exclaimed.


He never held these exchanges against her. As, to the fury of his colleagues, she lambasted the ANC government for its misdemeanours, just as she had their predecessors, he wrote her a letter to say that he was beginning to feel sorry for her former opponents in the National Party.5


A few months before the 1994 elections Mandela asked me to arrange a dinner at the British embassy in Washington, at which he could appeal to investors to return to South Africa. Discarding at my request the usual dreadful speech written for him by the ANC, Mandela announced that he intended to invite Buthelezi to join the new government, and Derek Keys, who was serving under F. W. de Klerk, to stay on as Finance Minister. When I pointed out to him that several of the businessmen travelling with him had been pillars of the old regime, Mandela laughed and said: ‘But I need them now.’


Mandela told Helen Suzman that he did not want his party to win more than two thirds of the vote, as he did not want there to be any temptation to try to change the constitution. Before becoming President, he had cultivated the friendship of the two most distinguished business leaders in South Africa: Harry Oppenheimer and Anton Rupert. They and others also helped to persuade him that nationalisation was not going to be the answer to South Africa’s problems, but economic policy was a subject he left firmly to his deputy, Thabo Mbeki. That applied to the conduct of the government in general, with Thabo acting as de facto Prime Minister, while Mandela contented himself with presiding and, to worldwide applause, playing his iconic role in the political stratosphere. Mbeki found this frustrating. Mandela, said Mbeki, paid no attention to the actual business of government, so he had to. Mbeki resented ‘Mandela exceptionalism’.


Mandela in his inauguration speech had added himself the words in Afrikaans, ‘Let’s forget the past. What’s done is done.’ This was not the philosophy of Mbeki, who felt that Mandela was earning media applause as a ‘good native’.


The body language between the two was never very good and in 2003 Mbeki, now President, arriving late for a dinner attended also by Mandela, was upset to receive a stinging public rebuke. One legacy of Mandela’s years of iron discipline as a prisoner was a fetish about punctuality. Every meeting with him was expected to start to the minute on time. Robert Mugabe, arriving two hours late for a Southern African summit presided over by Mandela, was subjected to a tirade by him about his discourtesy.


To help break a deadlock in the negotiations for a new constitution, and to guard against militant right-wing resistance to the new regime, it was Joe Slovo, head of the South African Communist Party (SACP), who had proposed that the first post-apartheid government should be required to be a ‘government of national unity’. The government that took office following the 1994 elections, therefore, under the terms of the interim constitution, was a coalition including the ANC, the National Party (which, under de Klerk, had won 20 per cent of the votes) and the IFP, which had won in KwaZulu-Natal.


The ANC refused to contemplate any form of further power-sharing in the final constitution, adopted in 1996, though Buthelezi served in the government until 2004.


In response to public criticism by de Klerk of the ANC’s position on various issues, Mandela launched a tirade against him in a Cabinet meeting in January 1995, causing de Klerk to consider withdrawing from the government there and then, only to find next day Mandela ‘his usual charming self’. There followed, on the subject of violence in Natal, an exchange of letters ending with Mandela, in reply to the man who had freed him from jail, denouncing the legacy of ‘the inhumane system of apartheid, of which you were one of the architects’. These and subsequent attempts to denigrate de Klerk reflected ANC concerns about his popularity, including with many non-whites. Yet when he attended Mandela’s funeral celebration in Soweto in December 2013, de Klerk was applauded by the huge crowd in the stadium, while Jacob Zuma was booed by it.


Following the adoption of the final constitution, de Klerk concluded that it no longer served any purpose to continue serving in government. Some of his colleagues disagreed, founding the New National Party (NNP), aligned with the ANC. A year later, de Klerk withdrew from party politics, establishing a foundation to help protect the constitution.


Annoyed to hear from his biographer, Anthony Sampson, and others that Mandela had started saying that he had preferred dealing with P. W. Botha, I asked to see him in the President’s office in Cape Town. I recalled that in that office I had argued unsuccessfully with Botha for his release, and – more successfully – for some of his supporters’ lives, in particular those of the Sharpeville Six. But for de Klerk, he might still be in jail. Mandela laughed, telling his assistant, ‘The ambassador is right,’ and that he should make some peace offering to de Klerk.




* * *





Though nearly everyone wanted him to serve a second term as President, Mandela was not to be persuaded. He wanted to set an example to others in Africa by relinquishing power long before he had to. Thabo Mbeki was not Mandela’s chosen successor. While admiring his competence, he had reservations about Mbeki’s personality and would have preferred as his successor Cyril Ramaphosa, who had led the National Union of Mineworkers and negotiated the new constitution for the ANC.


With his father in jail, Thabo Mbeki, after a period of student activism that earned him six weeks in detention, had been despatched into exile at the age of twenty. It took him nearly thirty years to be able to return to South Africa. Regarded from the outset as ANC royalty and shown great kindness by Oliver and Adelaide Tambo, after studying at Sussex University, he was fast-tracked as the youngest and smartest member of the future party leadership. As, thanks to his intelligence and Tambo’s patronage, he progressed rapidly upwards within the party’s ranks, he had to guard himself against its own jealousies and internal conspiracies. It was never an easy apprenticeship and nor did he ever enjoy much popularity with the rank and file.


Mbeki never believed in the ANC mantra of a seizure of power, subscribed to, among others, by his greatest potential rival, Chris Hani. He understood that the apartheid state was far too powerful for that to be a realistic option. Instead, as he told me, what he believed in was seduction.


Having given up the leadership of his party to do so, in 1987 Van Zyl Slabbert led a group mainly of Afrikaners to a meeting with Mbeki at Dakar in Senegal. He did so at risk to his freedom and even life. In the British embassy, we were sufficiently concerned about what might happen to Slabbert and his colleagues to be among those meeting them at the airport on their return. As we warned Van Zyl, given the existence of P. W. Botha’s death squads, he was a potential target for assassination. Slabbert, Willi Esterhuyse and Alex Boraine – described as ‘useful idiots’ by P. W. Botha – had been deeply impressed by Mbeki’s intelligence, reasonableness and readiness to compromise. The pipe-smoking Mbeki, often clad at the time in a tweed jacket, was very reassuring to his new-found Afrikaner friends.


In one very important respect, however, they were to feel that they had been misled. This was the impression given by Mbeki that the ANC were ready to be inclusive in their approach to governing South Africa, which proved not to be the case. Slabbert especially felt badly disillusioned by this – with Helen Suzman, who had a better understanding of the Manichaean nature of the ANC, asking him: ‘Well, what did you expect?’


When it came to Mandela’s succession, the ANC exiles had been ruthless about sidelining the internal resistance, led by the United Democratic Front (UDF), which had done as much or more to bring down apartheid as the exiles had. The party apparatus were adamant that Mbeki must be the successor, as were the alliance partners, the South African Communist Party (SACP) and the Congress of South African Trade Unions (Cosatu). So Mbeki was appointed Deputy President and duly was anointed as Mandela’s successor at the ANC conference in 1997, to the bitter disappointment of Ramaphosa. Rejecting Mandela’s offer to make him Foreign Minister, his reaction to being outmanoeuvred by Mbeki was to opt out of politics and concentrate on developing his business career. Mandela reacted philosophically to this, telling his and Ramaphosa’s friend Johann Rupert that it could be no bad thing for the ‘young man’ to go off and make some money, so that he could act without fear or favour when he returned to government, as Mandela hoped and believed he would.


At the conference, Mandela, very uncharacteristically, made a four-hour speech, largely written for him by Mbeki. He denounced corruption to, ironically, the cheers of the delegates and included a rant against the press and non-governmental organisations which had dared to be critical of the government. But he also delivered a warning, not appreciated by Mbeki, that a leader who was elected unopposed could be tempted to surround himself with yes-men and -women, whereas he had a special responsibility to listen to others and to govern inclusively. Mbeki’s clumsy response was to say, when asked how he could step into Mandela’s shoes, that he would not dream of doing so, as Mandela wore such ugly shoes. He also made an attempted joke about Mandela carrying his briefcase.


It would be a mistake to imagine that the Mandela years were not marked by signs of trouble to come. Hopes that the South African Broadcasting Corporation might enjoy a measure of independence, rather than acting as a mouthpiece of the government, were shortlived. The country was afflicted by a tidal wave of violent crime. Mandela himself was not above launching attacks on the press, though no one doubted his genuine commitment to press freedom, in contrast to the attitude of some of his colleagues. It also was, at any rate nominally, on his watch that the ANC government became embroiled in the first of its major scandals, the arms deal, characterised by the extremely shady dealings chronicled by Andrew Feinstein, at the time an ANC MP, in his book After the Party.6
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CHAPTER II


THE TROUBLE WITH THABO





Thabo Mbeki’s major contribution to post-apartheid South Africa was his successful management of the economy which, during his term of office, grew at a rate of 4.5 per cent per annum and was marked by the development of a rapidly expanding black middle class. South Africa in this period attracted the bulk of foreign direct investment in Africa. These results were achieved on the basis of orthodox economic policies, with an emphasis on fiscal discipline, which were criticised from the left and by the trade unions, but delivered impressive results. To reassure the extremely nervous financial markets, in June 1996, the market-friendly Growth, Employment and Redistribution policy (GEAR) had been put forward by Mbeki and Trevor Manuel, with little consultation with the unions and Mbeki allegedly declaring ‘Call me a Thatcherite’.


An integral part of this programme was the policy of Black Economic Empowerment (BEE), facilitating a transfer of wealth which benefited mainly the expanding black middle class, and particularly the political elements within it. Employment equity schemes favouring the advancement of black professionals led to some over-promotions but made a major contribution to the emergence of a self-confident new professional class. The policy was less successful in addressing the problem of mass unemployment, which remained stubbornly high at over 25 per cent of the workforce, or the lack of basic skills among the vast army of unemployed.


The South African government was well served by a first-rate Finance Minister, Trevor Manuel, and Treasury team, and impressive leadership of the Reserve Bank, but Mbeki himself was the key factor in ensuring that the policies set were implemented and adhered to. Whatever the negatives about his presidency, this was a huge service he rendered to post-apartheid South Africa and a period in which it proved possible to achieve both growth and redistribution, at any rate to the rapidly expanding black middle class.


Unfortunately, the negatives were quite a few. The country suffered from one of the highest violent crime rates in the world. The struggle against apartheid had left plenty of weapons in the townships and people who knew how to use them. The extremes of wealth and poverty self-evidently were a major contributing factor. According to external studies, a differentiating factor about crime in South Africa was the very high degree of violence associated with it. Highly organised criminal gangs engaged in a systematic campaign of carjackings in the urban areas. The transformation of the police from the grim white-led force it had been into a black-led and officered force inevitably was accompanied by disruption. Black policemen living in the townships frequently came under pressure from the ‘tsotsis’ (gangsters) also living there. In many cases where arrests were made, there were failures in achieving successful prosecutions as the papers were mislaid or incomplete and the prosecuting system crumbled under the sheer weight of criminal activity taking place. Johannesburg had claimed the title of murder capital of the world. South Africa also was leading the world in violence against women, mainly rape.


This tidal wave of crime affected the black population worse than the white community, but the outcry from white South Africans and the ‘white’ press infuriated Mbeki. In 2004 he launched an attack on commentators who argued that violent crime was out of control, calling them white racists who wanted the country to fail. Some journalists, he contended, depicted black people as ‘barbaric savages’ who liked to rape and kill. One campaigner, who had herself been raped, was accused of ‘saying our cultures, traditions and religions as Africans inherently make every African man a potential rapist’. In 2007, the African Peer Review reported that South Africa had the world’s second highest murder rate – with Mbeki still arguing that fears of violent crime were exaggerated, reflecting a ‘populist’ view.


Tony Leon, leader of the opposition Democratic Alliance, dismayed many of his colleagues by suggesting re-establishment of the death penalty. Mbeki came close to suggesting that whites who were so negative should leave the country, and indeed, among the several hundred thousand white South Africans who have left since 1994, the main contributing cause declared by them has been violent crime, followed by a perceived lack of opportunities due to affirmative action.


Mbeki’s denialism was the more surprising and unnecessary as the government was trying to do more to cope with the problem, and the murder rate did fall significantly for a time. The denialism did not survive his departure, with the South African government ever since accepting that violent crime is a major problem that has to be confronted, with one Zuma minister, Susan Shabangu, famously or infamously urging the police to ‘shoot the bastards’. The murder rate, which at one stage had fallen to just over thirty a day, currently is back up to nearly fifty a day and South Africa remains near the top of the list for violence against women as well.




* * *





When the Mandela government took over in 1994, a powerful lobby within it led by the Defence Minister, Joe Modise, argued for a large and expensive programme to modernise South Africa’s defences. The main focus was on the air force and navy, which had been debilitated by sanctions.
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