“It’s easier to knock down a wall than build a new one”
Day 12 of ACTSA’s Youth Delegation to South Africa and Swaziland: Friday 19 June 2009

With the qualification that knocking the wall down in the first place wasn’t easy, so said Jody Kollapen, Chair of the South African Human Rights Commission towards the end of the final meeting of both the day and the delegation’s time in southern Africa. There probably couldn’t have been a more succinct set of words that symbolised all that was learnt about the challenges faced in the region.
That was the third meeting of the day following discussions with DfID and FCO representatives at the British High Commission in Pretoria, firstly on climate change and latterly on issues affecting the region as a whole and the role of the British Government in southern Africa.

Climate change: John Smith, climate change programme leader, FCO (British High Commission)
The delegation was given an overview of the political work the UK was undertaking in South Africa which had included providing the facility to bring together an NGO Network campaigning on the issue. Aside from the campaigning and negotiations, the Western Cape will be hit early, quickly and hard with agriculture including the wine industry set to suffer. The country is a key player in international discussions due to its stature within the G77 though there is concern that the Zuma administration is concentrating on other domestic issues. John Smith’s view was that London was not necessarily listening to Africa enough and there is more work to be done to find amicable solutions. South Africa is not expecting a revolutionary agreement at COP15 in Copenhagen this December and privately may be hoping a result is not forthcoming as it hosts COP17 itself and the attention and lasting profile a Pretoria Agreement would receive is alluring.
The role of the British Government in South Africa, Swaziland and Zimbabwe: Judith Slater, Acting High Commissioner; Marianne Young, Deputy High Commissioner to the Kingdom of Swaziland; Helen Millens, DfID Southern Africa (all British High Commission, Pretoria)
Unsurprisingly, this meeting saw the outpouring of those issues closest to individual members of the delegation and Swaziland featured heavily. The Deputy High Commissioner was enthusiastic for change in Swaziland at the same time as being very realistic about the politics and the UK/international community’s ability to influence the Swazi leadership or even raise the country up the international agenda. Following withdrawal from Swaziland in 2005, the High Commission is attempting to rebuild bilateral relations with the Government – but there are limits to what can be pushed and the connection between the King’s answers to British questions and actually delivery is frustrating. Given the DHC’s assessment of ‘a disturbing prioritisation of spending’, the big question for the international development community is how to deal with inequality in a middle income country. Pressure needs to be put on SADC to take action, particularly given Mswati’s hypocrisy over Madagascan democracy. South Africa’s foreign policy for the region was an under-discussed issue though the Acting High Commissioner reiterated the commonly heard view that we would not see big foreign policy emerging out of Zuma’s administration yet as domestic priorities dominated. 
We discussed what ACTSA and the delegation might be able to usefully do about the situation in Swaziland. Suggestions included lobbying Government and MPs to get the country on the agenda in Britain, pushing for the establishment of a Swaziland all party parliamentary group, keeping up links and contacts with unions and the civil society organisations met in Swaziland, and questioning COSATU on what they’re doing – particularly in the context of the leverage they have with the South African Government and the decline in action on Swaziland since Zuma’s election.

The following issues were also discussed: coordination with EU Heads of Missions; Zimbabwe (sanctions and the military not recognising Tsvangirai); the capabilities of civil society in Swaziland (and facing the EU’s complicated bureaucratic processes of assistance); undemocratic legislation in Swaziland; the failure thus far of the rollout of education for all in Swaziland; media coverage achieved by the UK in Swaziland; security and the international arms trade; gender issues across the region; the Czech and Swedish presidencies of the EU; comparisons between the situations in Zimbabwe and Swaziland.
Human rights in post-apartheid South Africa: Jody Kollapen, Chair of the South African Human Rights Commission

The outgoing Chair was frank in his assessment that human rights are still contested in South Africa and that the challenge is one of changing hearts and minds. With a mandate to monitor, to provoke and to protect the Bill of Rights, the Commission operates with the underlying question, Is South Africa today what was envisaged under apartheid? Though South Africans’ rights are extensive, change was fast; the legal changes were brought in before the equality arguments were won. And so, though human rights education is now on the school curriculum – empowering students and challenging schools’ ethos and practices – a culturally traditional country still struggles with supporting gay marriage and the disabilities sector has not yet found strong ways of working collectively.
South Africa has had fifteen years as a democracy, whilst Swaziland and Zimbabwe continue their struggles. Change – in culture, education, poverty, rights and freedoms – can happen from generation to generation. There are enough good signs. But as South Africa discovers it is even more difficult to build a new country than it was to defeat apartheid, Zimbabwe and Swaziland await the luxury of such a challenge whilst they are still knocking down the wall.
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