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By Adrian Hadiand

The Aftican Natkynal Congress that many South Africans knew and had voted for singe 1994 has
gone, In ks plce & a party in which "the moral compass has been thrown overboard” and that &
now characterized by greed, corruption and Inefficiency., says Aex Boraina, former deputy
chairrnan of the Truth and Reconcilidtion Commission.

Speaking this week in the latest Difficult Dialogues - a series of public dscussions on controversial
topics, supparted by the Cape Argus - Boralne sald he thought the time was ripe for a major
realgnment of the poltical system.

"I am an optimist, let's grab the moment,” he told the audience on Wednesday evening.

"This k& such an exclting time to be In South Africa, because you don't quite know what's going to
happen next.”

Me suggested, just as he argued in a recently published book, that a black-led inttiative to
consolidate popular support for a movement that vowed to respect the valkes of the demaocratic
constitution could have an immensely pawerful appeal across racial, party, sthnic and provincial
lines.

But unseating the ANC would be ne mean feat.

The party has been around for 100 years. "It has tradition, dance, song. It's not just a political
vehicle, it's a family - and you can't easily ask people to leave their family.”

But recent developments, most notably public statements by farmer senior ANC officlals Mosluoa
Lekota and Mbhazima Shilowa, were an Indication that people within the ANC had become fed-up.

There was a fesling the ANC was no longer the organisation that won three general elections on
the basis of ts adherence to the valies of the Freedom Charter and the constitution, Boraine
argued.

"It's s0 great to hear these voices saying what they are saying, saying to (the ANC Youth League)
. YOu can't do that.”

Baraine, a former MP who founded the Institute for Democracy in South Africa (Idasa) and who
heads a centre for transitional justice in New York, said that for several years debates on South
African polttics had been concerned with trying to understand the workings of the majority party.

There had been no genuine attempt to contest power in a poltical system that was severely
lacking In ks capacity to introduce and enforce accountability.

"Accountabiltty ks central to democracy,” Boraine said.

Professor Wimaot James, the convenor of tha Difficuft Dialogues debates on behalf of the
Economk Justice Inttlative, spoke about how the lack of accountability had been a key reason
motivating calls to overhaul the electqral system,

He was part of an electoral task team appointed in 2002 by the then Hame Affairs Minister,
Mangosuthu Buthekzi, Chaired by Frederk van 2yl Siabbert, the team reported to Cabinet early in
2003,

Its report, according to James, called for substantlal changes to the electoral system, including the
ntroduction of 300 constituency-based MPs, in addition to 100 ekected according to party lists.

The mix of constéuency and proportionally representative party list is catied the multl-member
consthuency system.

James said it was fortunate there were alraady 69 constituencles demarcated and ready to go in
the form of district counciks. This meant there would be no need to go through a lengthy and
possibly controversial process of redrawing boundares In a new system.

Each district council woukd have betweaen three and seven MPs, depending on the number in it

The Skabbert report also suggested a simple way of designing a new ballot paper with pictures of
candidates and symbak of parties, This would allow voters to select thelr own MP for the
consttuency and chose a party for the list.

“The report said four fundamental vales shoukd be held in balance: fairness, Inclusiveness,
simplicity, accountablity. OF the four, the last involved the most dicussion by the electoral task

team,"” James tok the audience at UCT,

He added a survey conducted by the task team found that proportional representation (PR) - the
current electoral system - was the least favoured demacratic system.
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The task team rejected the Westminster single victor constiluency system as they believed it
subverted falrness and inhibited Inclusivity.

Sadly, salkd James, though the shift to a multi-member constkutio nal system had been the
recammendation of the majority of the task team and Cabinet agreed the matter shouki be taken
further after the 2005 election, this was not done.

"Why was it kiled? Because the PR system creates powerful party bosses and out of seif-interest,
they've apted not to change &."

Announcing at the event that he had agreed to stand in the next election on the list of the
Democratic Alance, James sald he woukd press the government to reconskder the
recommerdations of the task team,

He added that a new electoral system woukl not require an amendment to the constitution, which
demanded only proportionallty. Instead, a new law was needed that could be passed by
Parflament.

Joumalist and activist Zubeida Jaffer told Difficult Dialogues the decision not to elect the president
directly but instead to mandate Parlament to choose its eader, had been taken in fraught
clrcumstances in the early 1990s.

"We were dealing with a divided nation, a fractious situation which coukl easiy have gone ta civi
war."

Then, it was the right decisian as the indirect election of a president allowed for compromlises
argund power-sharing.

Indeed, f South Africa had gone for the direct route, recent events would not have accurred. We
would not have seen the removal of Thabo Mbeki ngr the rise to power of Kgalema Motlanthe,
Jaffer said.

She warned against switching too rapldly from an indirect to a direct way of electing the president,
"Zimbabwe has direct presilential elections and this i clearly not a direct panacea for alkills."

laffer caid there were benefits to both the direct and indirect election of a national president.

Diract election meant the president could anty be removed by impeachment: "The problem Is if we
sit with someane wha is a disaster.”

In & winner-take-all system, direct election could alko mean the president was appointed by &
minority. In Zambia, 29% of national votes were sufficient for the ruling party to appoint the top
exacutive,

"If wa have a free-for-all, we could have a situation where a particular racial or ethnl; group can
muster the kind of support that will give them the presidency but wilt harm the national interest
and the capacity for nation-buiiding,” Jaffer said.

A third problem with direct election of a president was it could create two centres of power,

"We've already had some experience of that, but we could create a skuation where the prasident
and Pariament are both directly elected and are in opposition to each other.”

Jaffer =ald t wouk] be unfortunate if the debate on a preferred electoral system over-simplified
things.

"I do sanse we coukd skt with a situation where emotions are o high that we once again wil
simplify and think we can choose a solution that will solve all our problems. If we accept nothing &
going to solve ak our problems and we are wilking to take the best aut of different modek, we
should be al ight.”

The present situation was untenable. "We feel such a distance between the iaders and the people
and there k& a sense of being dsempoweared - and we need to do something about that,” Jaffer
said, ‘

"We have set up a system that has not been accountable and that has sépamted leaders from
thek communities, We desperately have to feel that we have got a say."
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®  Tha Difficult Dialogues debate was the sixth in the serles, which resumes on November 5 at
6pm at the Sea Point Civic Centre. "The post-election crisis in Kenya: Lessons learned” will be
presented by Dr Willy Mutunga.

Wimot Jamas has recused himself from chairing future sessions i the series.

Dr Adrian Hadlnd i a director of the democracy and governance research programme at the
Human Sciences Research Councll. He writes in his personal capaclty.
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