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RESIDENT Jacob Zuma
is apparently disap-
pointed that this Parlia-
ment has lowered the
standards. He shared
his disappointment

with members of Parliament while
responding to their debate of his
budget speech a few days ago. 

All they want to talk about,
Zuma chastised them, is “Nkandla,
Nkandla, Nkandla”. Some are
using the constant reference to his
village, he went on, cracking him-
self up, to improve their pronunci-
ation of Zulu words. 

Ending what he must have
believed was the most hilarious
spell in that moment of stand-up
comedy, Zuma exclaimed: “Thixo

wase George Goch!” Ruling party
MPs found the performance hilari-
ous, while the opposition MPs were
repulsed.

The contrasting reaction was
typical. And, it was not to be the
only one. It happened again, but
this time it cast doubts on Zuma’s
charge that opposition MPs have
lowered the bar.

He got stuck on the word “prob-
lematise”. Even four attempts just
couldn’t get him to pronounce the
word properly. Opposition MPs
burst out laughing, whilst the rul-
ing party MPs cringed. 

“Who did you say lowered the
standards, again?” was the ques-
tion posed by the laughter from
across the isle. That moment, right
there, captured the essence of
Zuma’s presidency: he’s blameless
in all the wrongs that have hap-
pened.

Nathi Nhleko’s findings on
Nkandla are standard in this presi-
dency. There were indications earli-
er that he would exonerate Zuma of
liability. That’s the reason why

Zuma deviated from normal prac-
tice by assigning his junior minis-
ter to determine if he should pay. 

Never before had the president
challenged the merit of the public
protector’s recommendations. Be-
cause he was the one at fault in this
instance, he refused to accept them,
suddenly finding problems with the
public protector’s powers. 

Nhleko was never meant to do a
credible job. If he had found Zuma
liable, then that finding would
instantly bind the entire cabinet.

The executive principle of col-
lective responsibility would have
made it impossible for the presi-
dent to disown the findings of his
own ministerial colleague, who had
acted under presidential instruc-
tions.

On the contrary, Nhleko’s role
was always intended to exonerate
Zuma. Since Zuma felt slightly awk-
ward saying no up-front – cha,

angeke! – he roped in Nhleko to con-
fer his refusal with a veneer of
legality. Even by Zuma’s standards,
though, one is astounded by the
sheer absurdity of the basis of the
exoneration.

And, Zuma’s argument now is a
shift from the earlier objection. 

Initially, Zuma claimed he never
knew anything, was not consulted
and approved nothing. 

But, they must have realised
that total denial wasn’t quite per-
suasive as a strategy. 

It couldn’t explain away, for
instance, as Thuli Madonsela
uncovered, the repeated meetings
that the president held with the offi-
cials. In those meetings, the offi-
cials updated him and he expressed
irritation that they hadn’t finished
certain things. 

From the angazi lutho (denial)
approach, the president has now
opted to attack the issue of costs
head-on. 

Because there’s no justification
to spend an obscene amount of
R246 million that is not yours
improving a village house, the
argument is that there’s no regula-
tion on how much can be spent on
security upgrades. 

A cabinet memorandum issued
on August 20, 2003, which addressed
issues of security for the current
and past presidents and their
deputies, made no mention of cost-
limitation. This omission, the
report states, “was in line with
international best practice”. 

The Ministerial Handbook
couldn’t be of any assistance either,
especially on the issue and benefits
for members of the executive and
their families.

“By its very nature and charac-
ter,” explains the report, “the Min-
isterial Handbook excludes the
president, deputy president and for-
mer presidents and deputies”.

Discretion and the extent of
need, therefore, determined how
much could be spent on security
upgrades. In Zuma’s case, pre-
cedence should have also been a
critical guide.

One accepts that FW de Klerk,
Thabo Mbeki and Kgalema Mot-
lanthe, given their predominantly
urban residence, wouldn’t have
offered Zuma any guidance. Nelson
Mandela’s Qunu residence, how-
ever, should have provided a salu-
tary lesson on what and how much
should be spent on security
upgrades. 

Take the issue of livestock, for
instance. Mandela had the same
livestock as Zuma, and possibly
even more. But, the government
spent a mere R28.2 million at Man-
dela’s Qunu residence. Mandela’s
upgrades obviously didn’t include

exorbitant enclosures for livestock. 
What livestock is this at Nkand-

la that has to be enclosed in a facil-
ity that costs millions of rand? And
why insist on a sophisticated alarm
system in a village when there’s
always a chicken or goat roaming
around? 

That’s the essence of village life.
And didn’t Zuma consider it odd
that he had all these alarms detect-
ing animals when Mandela had no
such?

Justifying expenditure on the
reception room is just as mind-bog-
gling. We’re told he uses it to
receive official guests and people
needing help. That’s not far-fetched.

Because this is a private resi-
dence, which is a haven for resting
and spending quality time with
family, such duties, however, should
be an exception, not the norm. If he
chooses to work just as hard at
home as he does at the state resi-
dence, then that’s his personal
choice.

A taxpayer shouldn’t be expect-
ed to foot the bill for activities that
happen outside of formal duties. 

If the president is still entitled to
such benefits even when he’s on
leave, then we might as well pay for

his vacation.
The reason we’re not (at least I

hope so) is because official expendi-
ture is tied to official duties. 

This is a normal workplace prin-
ciple that applies even in executive
positions.

And the tacit encouragement in
the report that Zuma should be
busy at home even contradicts the
argument on security. 

Crowds are a security threat for
any president. But in this case a
reception is built to encourage even
more to visit the president. 

The same inconsistency applies
to the swimming pool. In addition
to dousing off fire, for which it
doesn’t have proper gadgets, vil-
lagers will be allowed to come off
the street and take a dip. 

How can the president relocate
neighbours, whose proximity to his
fence supposedly posed a security
threat, yet open up his pool to pub-
lic swimming? Where are security
considerations there?

There is nothing security-relat-
ed about the pool, kraal, the recep-
tion or the amphitheatre. 

The president was both irre-
sponsible and negligent at Nkand-
la. This report shows that the pres-

ident no longer cares to impress.
Kuphel’ intloni – there’s no shame.  

Ultimately this scandal re-
affirms the patrimonial nature of
our presidency. 

There’s no distinction between
the personal and the public. The
presidency is personalised. That’s
why family, distant and intimate
friends are appointed to positions
for which they’re not even quali-
fied. When the appointees validate
expectations of incompetence,
they’re then paid off to go away.

Our courts will be asked, yet
again, to rule on this matter. It will
be one of many other cases in front
of the judiciary. 

Nkandla, however, proves that
the imperial rule has expanded
beyond Parliament into the party
hierarchy itself. Collective leader-
ship in the ANC is dead. 

Zuma is more powerful now
than Mbeki ever was. So powerful
is Zuma that he is even forcing his
ministers to tell tales and look
ridiculous on national television.

■ Ndletyana is head of the polit-

ical economy faculty at the Mapun-

gubwe Institute for Strategic Reflec-

tion (Mistra).
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Lowered standards raise a laugh
President Zuma is more powerful than ever.He is so
powerful he is even forcing his ministers to tell tales and
look ridiculous on national TV,writes Mcebisi Ndletyana

ALL SMILES: President Jacob Zuma is laughing all the way to the bank after a hilarious spell of stand-up comedy in Parliament over the Nkandla issue.
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