Zuma’s State of the Nation fantasies

After he ratcheted up the ‘radical economic transformation’ rhetoric, the president and Finance
Minister Pravin Gordhan may soon stumble on-a terrain potholed by “alternative facts’
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RESIDENT Jacob Zuma’s
State of the Nation speech
will be followed by Finance

Minister Pravin Gordhan’s .

Budget speech next Wednesday.

They represent the country’s
two main warring political blocs;
patronage versus prudence.

Biit after the “radical econo-
mie transformation” rhetoric was
ratcheted up by the president, both
men may soon stumble on a ter-

rain potholed by what a Donald,

Trump aide approvingly terms “al-
ternative facts”.

Zuma at least did include a be-
lated definition of what he means
by radical economic transforma-
tion: “Fundamental changé in the
structure, systems, institutions and
patterns of ownership, manage-
ment and control of the economy
in favour of all South Africans, es-
pecially the poor, the majority of
whom are African and female.”

Given Zuma’s distortions of
reality, though, might this simply
degenerate into another episode of
talk left, walk right?

Labour-capital harmony

Zuma’s hope is for a “Team
South Africa” Ez,an model to
emerge. He said: “Our labour mar-
ket environment is also ‘showing
signs of stability, due to co-oper-
ation by social partners.”

But workers are angry. The
World Economic Forum’s 2016-
17 global competitiveness survey
ranked South Africa’s “co-operation
inlahour-employee relations” worst
anywhere in the world for the fourth
consecutive year, with a rating that
continues to sink.

The state’s co-operation with
big business, meanwhile, is char-
acterised by corruption. Treas-
ury’s procurement officer Kenneth

Brown revealed last November that.

R233 billion a year (out of R600bn
in annual procurement) was lost to
supplier overcharging.
And last year PwC ranked South
African corporations as the world’s
' most engaged in “economic crime”
{at 69%, well ahead of the French
and Kenvans).

Zuma hopes for a different
reality: “Unity in action was also
demonstrated again this week
with the conclusion of the agree-
ment on the national minimum
wage and on measures 3 stabilise
labour relations.”

But the country’s largest trade

union federation, Cosatu refused
to support the deal until minimum
working hours and Enwnod adjust-
ments are agreed.

Labour also emphasises that
the state’s attempt to impose a bal-
lot prior to strikes will be opposed
intensely. ;

What might Zuma do to reverse
the recent increase in unemploy-
ment to more than 27%?

“Government runs effective
poverty alleviation programmes
such as the Expanded Public Works
Programme (which) has since 2014
created more than two million work
opportunities.”

Even if there were 2.5 million
such “opportunities” from 2014-16,
they lasted only three months and
amounted to only a fifth of the tar-
get set inthe National Development
Plan.

The work pays just R84 a day,
half the R20 an hour agreed as per
the new minimum wage. And R20

-an hour'still leaves a family of four

below the poverty line,

Housing and services

Some of the president’s com-
ments about housing and. services
were also fantasies. )

“Government provided more
than four million houses since 1994.
To date nearly seven million house-
holds have heen connected to, the
grid and now have electricity”

In fact, Africa Check found that

three (not four) million houses
were produced in this period,
although it pointed out that no
formal audit has yet been done.
Many require rebuilding due to
structural defects.

As for electricity, Zuma argued:
“Eskom’s build and maintenance
programmes helped ensure stabil:
ity and.an end toload- -shedding.”

He neglected to mention the
14% crash in electricity demand

+led.by-mining and smelting firms. -

Power cuts ceased after the mid-

2015 commodity price crash and the-

massive dumping of Chinese steel
shuttered mines and smelters.

And true, millions of houses
were connected to the electricity
grid since the early 1990s, but then
how many millions were also

disconnected due to inability to
pay, especially after the 300% pricg

hike since 2008?.Last month,

34 municipalities faced disconnec-

tion by state utility Eskom due to-

E._.,mmﬂmxnom&bmwsg.

The “same problem occurred
in 2014 when Zuma bragged that
95% of South Africans had clean

‘water access, yet the next day, the

main Water Department spokes-
person admitted it was only
65% due to disconnections and
breakdowns.

‘When it came to water this year

e avoided that inconvenient fact,

and instead Zuma claimed: “Gov-

ernment is working hard to ensure’

religble bulk water supply in the
various areas of the country to
support economic growth whilst

Eﬁ.mmmim access to éEmmem and

_.rural municipalities.” -

For more than a year the na-

" tional Department of Water and-

m»=§nou has been heading into
smEﬂ.:E@ Treasury is ‘consid-
ering d formal administrative take-
over and Public Protector Busisiwe
Mkhwebane and the police Speeial
Tnvestigating Unit are conducting
enquiries into corruption.
‘World econdmy

Zuma was on perhaps the shak- '

iest ground with this prediction:
“We will continue to partner with
the United States and work fogeth’
er on issues of mutual interest such
as the full renewal of the African
Growth and Opportunity Act.”

The two-word corrective to this
fantasy is Donald Trumyp.

Zuma bragged: “We successfully
avoided credit ratings downgrades.”

False, there were . several
downgrades last year: And although
last December, Standard & Poor’s
did not pushi the sovereign rating
all the way to “junk” status, it came
close when lowering the country’s
long-term local currency rating on
South Africa to “BBB”.

As for the supposed “decision to
establish the Brics rating agency”

by the Brazil-Russia-India-China- -

South Africa leaders in Goa last
September, Zuma should have ob-

- served that the commitment was

merely to “explore the possibility
of setting up an independent Brics
rating agency based on market-ori-
ented principles”. This could well
replicate a half-dozen. prior failed

attempts toset upanalternativerat-
ingagency.

" Alternative #,.E.m fiscal
austerity

A different narrative will enter

the' theatre, mnu.wm right, on Wed-

nesday when' Gordhan delivers the
gnmmﬁ speech.

Given the adverse balance of
forces - the finance minister is fend-
ing off attacks from Zuma'’s allies,

-a downgrade by Staridard & Poor’s

looms large, and pressure is rising
from diverse leftist groups such as
#FeesMustFall, trade-unions and
service delivery protesters - Treas-
ury staff are hardly likely to radi-
cally transform anything.

Zuma’s most sobering thought
from the State of the Nation ad-
dress should be the last word here,

Given President Jacob Zuma'’s
distortions of reality, might the
radical economic transformation
he talks about degenerate into
another episode of talk left, walk

_right? And given the adverse

balance of forces - the finance
minister is fending off attacks
from Zima’s allies, a downgrade
by Standard-& Poor’s looms
large, and pressure is rising
from diverse leftist groups such
as #FeesMustFall, trade unions
and service am__<mQ protesters —
Treasury staff are hardly likely to
radically transform m...ﬁ:_:m‘ the
writer says. ]
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because it’s a sentiment that sounds
dangerously ultra-leftist — but at
least not alternative-facty, unlike*
so much else of what he claimed in
hisspeech.

Oliver Tambo (president of the

-ANC from 1967 to 1991) said: “It is

inconceivable for liberation to have
meaning without a return of the
wealth of the country to Eo people
as a whole.

“To allow the  existing economic

 forces to retain their interests intact

is tofeed the roots of racial suprem-
acy and exploitation, and does not
represent even the shadow of libet-

-ation.” -~ The Conversation
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