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JOHANNESBURG: When he became South Africa’s top
judge in 2011, Mogoeng Mogoeng was derided as every-
thing from a legal lightweight and political stooge to
Christian zealot and apartheid lackey. Five years later, the
55-year-old son of a miner and a housemaid is being feted
as the savior of a young democracy. Alongside damning
findings against President Jacob Zuma, who made him
Chief Justice, Mogoeng laid out with unassailable legal clar-
ity and flashes of literary flair the soul of a 20-year-old con-
stitution cherished as a blueprint for a better society.

For the millions who watched on television, it was the
day the supreme law, embodied in the 11 judges - black
and white - sitting impassively in an old apartheid prison in
Johannesburg, reasserted itself in a state that has lost its
way since the idealism of Nelson Mandela’s four years in
office. In a unanimous ruling, the court ordered Zuma to
pay back some of the $16 million spent doing up his
sprawling private residence, and declared that he had
failed to uphold and respect the constitution, an impeach-
able offence.

Although the judgment may not mean Zuma’s immedi-
ate political demise - the African National Congress and its
large parliamentary majority could yet protect him - it reaf-
firmed the faith of many South Africans in their broader
democracy. “It’s a winning situation. Everyone is very hap-
py with the ruling,” said student Fighter Makobudi. “I’m

quite sure that the president is going to do the right thing
and step down.”

The rand, pummelled since December by a string of
Zuma-related scandals, most notably his unexplained
axing of a respected finance minister, hit a four-month
high. For many, there was a sense of relief that the ANC,
whose dominance has reduced parliament to little more
than a rubberstamp, was being held to account. “I feel like I
am breathing new air,” said one caller to the Talk Radio 702
station.

‘Ugly Head’
Although Mogoeng receded into the background after

his ruling, his intervention is likely to be felt for years to
come as South Africa’s fractured society negotiates and
contests the basis of political power. One of his main
detractors, cartoonist Jonathan Shapiro, who has depicted
Mogoeng as a moron, Bible-bashing fanatic and salivating
Zuma lapdog, admitted publicly he had got it wrong.
“Justice Mogoeng, you have really proved yourself,”
Shapiro, better known by his pen name Zapiro, said on the
ENCA television channel. “I’m eating humble pie.”

Newspapers heralded the judgment as the start of a
new chapter for a country that has been floundering under
the weight of a stagnating economy, sliding credit ratings
and a procession of scandals emanating from Zuma’s front

door. “South Africa wakes up to a new reality - we must not
allow ourselves to be intimidated or abused by those in
power,” the Times said in an editorial. “Today, we remain
resolute that the constitution is the bedrock of our democ-
racy.”

Before the ruling, Zuma’s legal team had begged the
court to keep its judgment as narrow as possible for fear of
political fallout months before important provincial elec-
tions. Mogoeng ignored them, laying out how the consti-
tution’s checks and balances were designed to stop abuse
of power - and how they had been undermined by Zuma,
who for two years disregarded the findings of Public
Protector Thuli Madonsela, a constitutionally mandated
watchdog.

“Constitutionalism, accountability and the rule of law
constitute the sharp and mighty sword that stands ready
to chop the ugly head of impunity off its stiffened neck,”
he stated in a preamble that set the tone for the hour-
long ruling. He likened Madonsela to a “Biblical David”
taking on the Goliath of state corruption, a simile that
spawned lurid cartoons and headlines. “Chop Zuma the
Ugly Head”, the Sowetan newspaper, a popular read
among Johannesburg’s black middle classes, said on its
front page. The government said Zuma was studying the
ruling and would decide the appropriate action in due
course.—Reuters

JOHANNESBURG: South African President
Jacob Zuma faced a chorus of calls yesterday
to step down after a court ruled that he
breached the constitution in a judgement
that engulfed him in a fresh bout of contro-
versy. Zuma retains widespread loyalty with-
in the ruling African National Congress (ANC)
whose lawmakers dominate parliament, but
his tarnished image has shaken the party
ahead of local elections. The main opposition
party, the Democratic Alliance, hailed a
damning verdict by the country’s top court
Thursday that Zuma had violated the consti-
tution by refusing to repay public funds
spent on his private home.

“This judgement is an immense victory for
democracy, for the rule of law, and for the
people of South Africa,” DA leader Mmusi
Maimane told reporters yesterday. “It simply
cannot be business as usual when President
Zuma has been found to have violated the
constitution.” The party has launched
impeachment proceedings against the head
of state, in a move likely to fail as it would
require the support of a two-thirds majority
in parliament. But the impeachment attempt
is set to keep Zuma’s misdeeds in the public
eye ahead of municipal elections this year
when the ANC risks losing control of Gauteng
province, which includes Johannesburg and
Pretoria. The storm of press criticism focused
on Zuma’s refusal to comply with an
ombudswoman’s orders to repay money
spent on a swimming pool, chicken run, cat-
tle enclosure and amphitheatre at his rural
homestead. “There is only one way South
Africa can escape a full-blown constitutional
crisis... and that would be his resignation or
dismissal,” said the Sowetan newspaper. “He
has no legal or moral authority to govern.”

Loyalists Fight Back 
The upgrades, which were valued in 2014

at 216 million rand (then $24 million),
became a symbol of alleged corruption and
greed within the ANC, which has ruled since

Nelson Mandela came to power in 1994 after
the end of apartheid. Zuma loyalists fought
back to defend the embattled president. “We
have learnt lessons from the judgement’ and
wish to state it unequivocally’ unambiguous-
ly and categorically clearly that we firmly
stand behind the ANC President,” the influ-
ential ANC Women’s League said in a state-
ment.

Zuma is due to retire in 2019 when his
second term in office ends. One of the names
considered a possible candidate to replace
him is his ex-wife and African Union
Commission chief, Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma.
Her spokesman yesterday confirmed that she
would step down when her term ends in
July, presenting an opportunity for her to
return to domestic politics after leaving AU
headquarters in Ethiopia. Zuma, who
remains on good terms with his former wife,
on Thursday issued a brief statement saying
he accepted the Constitutional Court’s ruling.

His presidency has been rocked in recent
months by his sacking of two finance minis-
ters within days, and allegations that a
wealthy business family had so much influ-
ence that they could appoint ministers.
Pravin Gordhan, the current finance minister,
vowed yesterday to oversee a “transparent,
thorough and professional” procedure to
determine how much Zuma would have to
pay back over the home upgrades. 

Dlamini-Zuma, 67, was the first woman to

hold the AU’s top job when she was elected
in 2012. She beat the incumbent, Jean Ping
of Gabon, in a closely fought election over
several rounds of voting. An experienced
diplomat, a veteran of the fight against
apartheid and a doctor by training, she has
served as health, interior and foreign minister
in South Africa. 

Speculation is already rife in the corridors
of the AU as to her successor. Algerian
Foreign Minister, and former AU
Commissioner for Peace and Security,
Ramtane Lamamra, has long been seen a
possible candidate. But SADC countries, the
regional organization in Southern Africa,
appear determined to keep the role, pushing
the name of Botswana’s Foreign Minister, 64-
year old Pelonomi Venson-Moitoi. She was a
journalist before joining her government’s
civil service.

‘Limited and Often Late’ 
Dlamini-Zuma’s time at the AU has been

given mixed reports. Under her tenure, the
AU launched a vast development proposal
for Africa, “Agenda 2063”, called for better
economic integration of the continent, and
hosted visits by Chinese President Xi Jinping,
Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo Abe and US
President Barack Obama. “It opened the
debate on how Africa we want for the next
50 years,” Eben said, adding her tenure has
“boosted the image” of the bloc.—AFP

S Africa constitution wields ‘mighty sword’

Burundi police 
hold comedian 
for three days

NAIROBI: A popular Burundi comedian known as “Kigingi” was
held by police for three days after poking fun at the president, his
family said yesterday. Humorist and Buja FM radio host Alfred
Aubin Mugenzi was arrested on Tuesday by Burundi’s National
Intelligence Service (known by its French acronym SNR) and
charged with insulting President Pierre Nkurunziza. He was
apprehended at a hotel in Muramvya, 50 km east of the capital,
while on a promotional tour for a beer company.

Family members said the comedian was taken to the capital
Bujumbura and “held in SNR dungeons” for three days before
being released yesterday. Rights groups have accused the SNR of
torturing or simply disappearing suspects.  SNR officers told
Mugenzi’s family he  was arrested over a skit he performed in
neighboring Rwanda last year, in which he lampooned football-
mad Nkurunziza, showing him refusing to leave the pitch despite
receiving two yellow cards - a reference to the president’s refusal
to stand down last year after two terms in office.—AFP

Zuma facing calls to 
go after court rebuke

AU chief to quit bloc amid return rumors

Jacob Zuma Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma

Activists decry 
Nairobi project 

after lions killed 
NAIROBI: A new road and rail project cutting through a nature
reserve on the outskirts of Nairobi threatens wildlife, livestock and
people, conservationists said yesterday, after two lions were killed this
week. Kenyan wildlife rangers shot dead a male lion named
“Mohawk” on Wednesday after it strayed from Nairobi National Park
and attacked and injured a resident. The next day rangers found the
body of another lion outside the reserve, speared to death in a town-
ship south of Nairobi.

Conservationists said construction work on the transport projects
was affecting animal behavior and leading more big cats to try to
escape in search of quieter hunting grounds. “Before construction
started in the park, the lions were not escaping, so there are indica-
tions that the noise and blasting is affecting their movements,” said
Robert Ndetei, species conservation manager at World Wildlife Fund’s
Nairobi office.

“If you don’t plan properly, if you don’t do proper environmental-
impact assessments, then you are doomed to fail, and at the Nairobi
National Park this could lead to more lions and other animals coming
into contact with a growing human presence,” Ndetei told Reuters.
Nairobi National Park is home to about 35 lions. There are about 2,000
left in the whole of Kenya.—Reuters


