Diary from Southern African Delegation, 2009

Day 1

Constitution Hill

A former apartheid prison in the centre of Johannesburg, the area that now makes up Constitution Hill provided the backdrop for our first visit since arriving in South Africa several hours previously.

Constitution Hill is made up of what remains of the infamous Braamfontein prison complex, with the addition of open squares meant for public gatherings and, more potently, South Africa’s Constitutional Court.

The Constitutional Court is a source of pride for many South Africans, both as a building and a concept. The building is certainly impressive, modern and confident; however it is the 11 Judges who sit as the Constitutional Court, defenders of the South African constitution, which gives the place meaning.

The judges, white and black, able-bodied and disabled, gay and straight, are the just and equal face that South Africa would like the world to see. So long the international pariah for its apartheid regime, it was under Nelson Mandela’s new government in 1994 that South Africa forged ahead with creating a new constitution which would enshrine equality and opportunity for all South Africans, regardless of skin colour.

While great pride is invested in Constitution Hill, it’s past is not forgotten – our guide took us through the women’s section of the old prison, explaining in graphic detail what it would mean to be in solitary confinement: how the guards would treat the prisoners cruelly, denying them basic human rights of sanitation; and telling the personal stories of those who survived, and the stories of family members of those who did not.

South Africans are not afraid to confront themselves over current issues of human rights either, with a moving photographic exhibition of the recent attacks on Zimbabwean asylum seekers based in one of the outbuildings providing the balance to the hope and optimism of the Constitutional Court.      

As an introduction to our time in South Africa, Constitution Hill provided a valuable insight in to the issues around race, gender and human rights we would grapple with through our 12 days here.

Day 2

After the 6 hour journey through South Africa from Jo’burg to Manzini, Swaziland, we were ready to meet with the various student groups based in Swaziland who wanted to meet us.

They were the first to guide us through the current situation in Swaziland, a country few of us had any in-depth knowledge of. King Mswati III rules as a traditional Bantu King - as an absolute Monarch with many wives, he has only a one-party ‘rubber-stamp’ parliament to hold him to account.

As a result of this authoritarian rule, opposition groups are suppressed, and during our visit two of the opposition’s leaders were awaiting trial on charges of sedition. 

The student groups are heavily involved in the opposition pro-democracy movement in Swaziland with Novarti, the Swazi Youth and Parliamentary Organisation, and the Swazi National Union of Students playing pivotal roles.

Novarti exists to create an environment for young people to participate in politics, and also to start businesses. They organise summer schools in order to discuss politics, democracy and human rights in an attempt to educate young people as to alternatives for Swaziland – a pretty difficult job when living under autocratic rule.

Though their membership over the years has swollen to over 2000 young people, they say the situation in Swaziland is becoming worse. As in Zimbabwe, there is a Government-sponsored Youth wing that claims to speak for young people, and who clash with Novarti on a regular basis. With the Swazi Government’s interest in buying heavily-armoured military vehicles and other weapons, we could understand the nervousness of the student and youth movements in openly opposing him.

The Swazi NUS explained that despite unions, political parties and civil society being officially ‘banned’ in the 1980s, they manage to survive through their membership at Swaziland’s one University and various colleges – they unsurprisingly turned down an invitation to be brought under Government control, in order to remain an independent body.

While student leaders can be expelled from University and colleges – all principals in Swaziland are appointed by the King – and many are charged by the security services, the Swazi NUS manages to hold workshops and the occasional march, along with pastoral duties, in order to stay operating and keep calling for the total democratisation of Swaziland.

However, the groups acknowledged that calling for multi-party democracy, spun by the Government to mean the end to the rule of the people’s revered King, is difficult when Swaziland suffers from a crippling 40% unemployment rate and the highest incidence of HIV/Aids in the world.

Our first days in Southern Africa raised many questions, chief among them issues around the place of western interventions in the region and the United Kingdom’s role in Swaziland, given our historical links and the situation which the people face. Should Swaziland be given the space to find their own path to democracy? What is the role that South Africa should be playing with its smaller neighbour? The situation in Swaziland affected our time in Southern Africa more than I had imagined it would – while South Africa is striving ahead with massive everyday improvements for its own people, and with their ability to express an opinion at the ballot box, it is deeply unsettling that Swaziland is allowed to languish as from a different age, with the populace in poverty, stricken by aids and with no democratic tool to change their own destiny.
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