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The State of the Nation Address 

 
We cannot accuse President Zuma of being short on details in his State of the Nation Address for 
2013. For example, we heard about the eleven new locomotives that have been provided for the 
iron-ore line to Saldanha Bay; and about the R70 million that has been made available to help 
finance housing for people in ‘gap projects’ – those who earn too much to be entitled to an RDP 
house, but too little to qualify for a commercial bank mortgage.  
 
In fact, the bulk of the speech was a recitation of facts and figures. Some of these are impressive 
and deserve acknowledgement: 85% of households are connected to the national grid, and 90% 
have access to water. Various important infrastructure projects are under way – dams in Limpopo, 
the extension of the port in Durban, rail-links in Mpumalanga, the replacement of ‘mud schools’ in 
the Eastern Cape with proper buildings.  
 
On the other hand, one or two easy victories were claimed. There is little point in trumpeting higher 
matric pass-rates when the bar is set at a measly 30%, and the universities have to provide a 
bridging year before successful matriculants can cope with first-year studies. It is good that life 
expectancy has increased from 56 to 60 between 2009 and 2011, but it is still lower than it was 20 
or 30 years ago; and among the lowest in the world, below even Somalia and the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo. 
 
It’s not that the positive facts and figures are necessarily untrue or inaccurate; it’s just that, when 
measured against the negative ones, the overall picture is a worrying one. Ours is a country in 
which, according to the former head of the Special Investigating Unit, Willie Hofmeyer, around 
R30 billion is lost annually to corruption and maladministration in the state procurement system. 
Yet the President seemed proud to note that R61 million in assets had been paid over to the state in 
terms of forfeiture orders against corrupt enterprises.  
 
But what do all these statistics, good or bad, tell us about the actual state of our nation? Events this 
last fortnight have shown – again – that this is a country of extraordinary violence, especially 
against women and children. Savage brutality and the use of guns to settle arguments continue to 
blight us. It is also a country where socio-economic inequalities are entrenched, and themselves 
give rise to violent protest, and equally violent backlash from the authorities. Against this 
background most South Africans were hoping for some inspiring leadership to combat the growing 
sense of despair that many people feel. President Zuma is politically strong, and some bold moves 
to reassure the country would have sent a message that he and his government have drawn a line 
beneath the many ills that have manifested themselves recently, and that they have initiatives in 
hand to start anew in these areas. 



 
Unfortunately, there was nothing bold in the way he handled two hot-button issues: the youth wage 
subsidy and the notion that teachers’ strikes be prohibited by making teaching an essential service. 
 
On the subsidy question we now have a vague reference to ‘youth empowerment initiatives’; there 
has apparently been an agreement on the key principles, and an accord will be signed later this 
month. This is as far as things have come three years after he first announced the subsidy back in 
2010.  
 
As for the teachers, he declared that ‘education is an essential service for our nation’ – but not in the 
sense that teachers will no longer have the right to strike. In one way he is correct: teaching is not 
an essential service as envisaged in labour law, and any attempt to simply declare it so would be 
unconstitutional. But Mr Zuma can now say that he has stated it to be ‘an essential service’, as if 
saying it makes it so.  
 
Too much of Mr Zuma’s presidency – and therefore too much of the state of our nation under his 
incumbency – rests on this illusion: that saying it makes it so. We will have a ‘just and equitable’ 
solution to the land reform debacle; as if the willing-buyer willing-seller principle is what has 
hamstrung the process, rather than general incompetence and lack of political will. ‘We have 
brought policy certainty to the mining sector’, when potential investors still don’t know what to 
expect concerning mining royalties. ‘Working together we will find a solution to youth 
unemployment’ – but the obvious solutions have not been implemented for fear of upsetting Cosatu.  
 
Mr Zuma began his speech with a strong endorsement of the National Development Plan, and 
towards the end he returned to the plan, saying that ‘the activities of [government] departments 
must be aligned to the NDP’. The NDP is probably the best initiative to have come out of the Zuma 
administration. For the future state of our nation, let us hope that the President really intends to 
conform his government’s activities to it, and that it’s not just another example of ‘saying it makes 
it so’.        
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