
4  Mail & Guardian  February 14 to 20 2014

State of the Nation

In this microcosm of South Africa,        President Zuma’s words ring false

HOUSING
“We will proceed from the under-
standing that human settlement 
is not just about building houses. 
It is about transforming our 
cities and towns and building 
cohesive, sustainable and caring 
communities with closer access 
to work and social amenities, 
including sports and recreation 
facilities.” — Jacob Zuma, State of 
the Nation address, June 3 2009

There are two libraries in the greater 
Balfour area. In the town itself, sev-
eral hundred books fail to fill two 
small rooms. It has a well-thumbed 
copy of Nelson Mandela’s biogra-
phy Long Walk to Freedom on the 
shelves, in Afrikaans. 

Also on the shelves, making 
up a significant part of the refer-
ence section, is the Afrikaanse 
Kinderensiklopedie (the Afrikaans 
Children’s Encyclopedia), which 
arrived at the library in 1966. On fac-
ing pages are two pictures of black 
people. One caption explains that 
black women tend the mealie fields 
because the men do no work other 
than to harvest. The other reads: 
“Thousands of Bantus work in our 
cities, especially on the mines.”

The other library, in the Siya-
themba township up the hill, is sur-
rounded by dense fields of black-
jacks and many discarded beer cans. 
The rubble from the fallen roof has 
been largely cleared away. 

In what used to be the toilets, the 
tiles remain a pristine white. On the 
pillars of the perimeter wall, ANC 
posters exhort South Africans to 
register to vote. “Together we move 
South Africa forward.”

The Siyathemba community 
burned down the library in 2010 
during a particularly violent service-
delivery protest.  They regret it now, 
everyone interviewed said, though it 
seemed a good idea at the time. 

“We protested in 2009 and they 

[the politicians] came to listen. 
We had to do something else to get 
them back here in 2010,” said a man 
who claimed responsibility, in part, 
for setting fire to the building.

To get from Siyathemba, where 
nearly 90% of the town’s people live, 
to the library in town, costs R16 in 
taxi fare. Residents say they don’t 
bother.

HEALTHCARE
“We are seriously concerned 
about the deterioration of the 
quality of healthcare, aggra-
vated by the steady increase in 
the  burden of disease in the past 
decade and a half.” — Jacob Zuma, 
State of the Nation address, June 3 
2009

The smell from Aaron Mologa’s 
festering feet permeates his small 
shack. It is sickly sweet, and not 
entirely unpleasant once mixed with 
the richer scents of old beer and dust.

Despite the evidence, Mologa 
insists the medication for his type 2 
diabetes is working. 

He gets the medicine from a local 
doctor, and pays for the consulta-
tions from his R1 270-a-month dis-
ability grant. 

He used to get free healthcare at 
the local clinic. 

“One week I went for my medicine 
and they said: ‘We don’t have it; you 
have to wait a month’. I can’t wait, 
I’ll die,” he says.

Mologa lives alone. Neighbours 
change the television channel for 
him and help him to the outside 
toilet when it rains; he is paralysed 
from a knife wound to his back and 

his wheelchair gets stuck in the 
mud. 

Mologa says he has never seen a 
social worker, or for that matter any 
government employee, other than 
the nurses at the hospital he visits 
infrequently for check-ups. Getting 
there and back requires eight 
changes of taxi, which is tricky with 
the wheelchair.

Will his neighbours call an ambu-
lance if he slips into a diabetic 
coma? 

Mologa laughs uproariously. “Yes. 
They’ll say: ‘This is the best way to 
make sure the old man is dead. Call 
the ambulance, then we wait until it 
comes next week’.”

DEMOCRACY
“On the 22nd of April [2009], mil-
lions of South Africans went out 
to cast their votes. They exercised 
their democratic right spurred on 
by the desire to change their lives 
for the better … We are humbled 
by this decisive electoral man-
date given by the people of our 
country, who have chosen their 
government in a most convincing 
manner.” — Jacob Zuma, State of the 
Nation address, June 3 2009

Moses Ngozo has reached the age 
where melancholic nostalgia is his 
default.

“With apartheid, life was easy,” 
he muses. “Things were cheap. We 
didn’t have all these problems you 
see today.”

Included in the broad sweep of 
his arm indicating “these prob-
lems” is the dirty water that comes 
out of taps — in areas where it  
comes out at all — and a nearby 
township road that is closed after 
having been ripped up, and is now 
undergoing desultory, slow-motion 
repairs.

The repairs started at almost 
exactly the same time as political 
party canvassers started going door 
to door to get residents out to regis-
ter, Ngozo says, and to impress upon 
them the importance of voting, and 
voting “right”.

Ngozo is registered and plans to 
vote but, despite receiving his state 
old-age pension of R1 260 every 
month like clockwork, he says he has 
lost all faith in the government. 

There have been too many prom-
ises, he says, especially just before 
elections, and there has been too lit-
tle action.

“A man or a woman does not want 
your promises; they want you to do 
things,” says Ngozo. 

“This here, this is worse now than 
three years ago. Then they come here 
with their cars that cost more than a 
million and they make huge prom-
ises for things.”

Balfour and the nearby Siyathemba 
township make for a pretty normal 
town, by most measures. 

It had a combined population of 
just under 26 000 in the 2011 cen-
sus. Its economy relies largely on 
agriculture, primarily maize, and 
its racial and income mix are fairly 
standard for this part of the coun-
try. Thanks to a nearby power sta-
tion and — before operations were 
suspended — the equally nearby 
Burnstone gold mine, it lacks the 
grinding poverty of certain towns, 
but money is not plentiful.

Yet by dint of geographic accident 

and coming to the service-delivery 
protest party early, it has garnered 
a completely disproportionate 
amount of political attention. If 
political attention was all it took, 
Balfour should by now have been a 
thriving model town.

As a place to match political com-
mitments to on-the-ground reality, 
it should give a politician an easy 
ride.

President Jacob Zuma first 
arrived in the town on a surprise 
visit in 2009, shortly after he took 
office and very shortly after the resi-
dents of Siyathemba embarked on 

what was, by the standards of the 
time, an unusually violent service-
delivery protest. 

Zuma returned again in 2010, to 
report back to the community, and 
visited the area again in 2013 to 
officially open the by then long de-
mothballed Grootvlei power station 
half an hour outside the town.

The first presidential visit (made 
notable by the fact that the mayor, 
instead of being in his office to 
receive Zuma, was at home, appar-
ently sick) saw Balfour getting spe-
cial mention in the 2010 State of the 
Nation address.

“After the Balfour visit, we sent a 
nine-member ministerial team to 
visit the area to address the issues 
that had been raised by the commu-
nity,” Zuma told the nation in his 
annual address. 

“A number of issues have already 
received attention. I have directed 
the ministers to attend to the out-
standing matters.”

The ministers were followed 
in 2010 by public protector Thuli 
Madonsela, who visited the town 
and launched an investigation into 
service issues and local govern-
ment capacity. That culminated 

in a report she titled A Glimmer of 
Hope, published in 2012.

In the meantime the 
Mpumalanga provincial govern-
ment also lavished attention on 
Balfour, seemingly driven by the 
community’s insistence that pro-
vincial borders should be tweaked 
so that Balfour could be incorpo-
rated into neighbouring Gauteng. 
Premier David Mabuza declared 
victory on that front in November, 
saying he had persuaded the com-
munity to drop its demand and 
remain part of Mpumalanga. — 
Phillip de Wet

Given all the attention it got, Balfour should be a model town

Disenchanted: Aaron 
Mologa (above) says he 
would die if he depended 
on the state, while  
Mphikeleli  Ngobeni (left) 
is angry about being jailed 
but  never convicted. Moses 
Ngozo (below) is tired of 
words; he wants  action. 
Photos: Madelene Cronjé 

The small but often 
volatile town of Balfour 
in Mpumalanga 
featured in one of 
President Jacob Zuma’s 
first State of the Nation 
addresses. Phillip de 
Wet went there this 
week to find out how 
the residents felt and 
how the president’s 
promises had played 
out in reality
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DRUG ABUSE
“... we need more energy in the 
fight against drug abuse and 
drug peddling in our communi-
ties. I have directed our police 
force to deal decisively with 
people who sell drugs to children 
in Cape Town and other areas.” 
— Jacob Zuma, State of the Nation 
address, February 10 2011

The two young men I speak to are 
concerned about discussing such 
matters — the drug dealers have a 
long reach, they intimate. Still, they 
are outraged, and want outsiders to 
know what their community faces.

“The cops know who is selling that 
thing,” one finally says, referring to 
the proliferation of the street drug 
nyaope in Siyathemba, especially 
among high school pupils. “They 
know the house, they know every-
thing. They still walk around and 
sell, those guys.”

They are surprised at being asked 
about alcohol. Of course school chil-
dren are sold alcohol. But alcohol 
is not a problem. Alcohol does not 
make young men do crazy things 
for money, or even just crazy things 
minus the money. “This nyaope, that 
stuff! Yoh! You can’t let that happen.”

JUSTICE 
“Our aim is to establish a trans-
formed, integrated, modernised, 
properly resourced and well-
managed criminal justice sys-
tem. It is also critically important 
to improve the efficiency of the 
courts …” — Jacob Zuma, State of 
the Nation address, June 3 2009

“Our courts continue to function 
better, and the backlog reduc-
tion programmes at district and 
regional levels are proceeding 
well.” — Jacob Zuma, State of the 
Nation address, February 10 2011

Mphikeleli Ngobeni stares distract-
edly at the cattle grazing just up the 
road from his house.

“I have to fix this fence,” he says, 
pulling at strands of wire. “If those 
things come in here, that’s going to 
be trouble.”

He used to fill petrol tankers 
before they set off to refill the reser-
voirs at petrol stations. Then he was 
accused of cattle theft. He spent two 
years in jail, awaiting trial, before 
being found not guilty.

“Now my house, it looks like this,” 
he says. “I must fix it. I’m not work-
ing now. Where must I get money 

to fix it? You see they promote the 
crime now.”

Ngobeni will not speak of the 
spate of break-ins the richer part of 
Balfour has seen in recent months 
but he expresses sympathy with 
those who steal.

“They say you are guilty of a thing, 
they put you in jail, they let you out 
and say ‘sorry’, then they make you 
do that thing so you have money to 
eat,” he says.

TRANSPORT
“Using … developments in 
Limpopo as a base, we will 
expand rail transport in 
Mpumalanga, connecting coal-
fields to power stations. This will 
enable us to decisively shift from 
road to rail in the transporta-
tion of coal, which has caused 
a deterioration of the roads in 
Mpumalanga.” — Jacob Zuma, 
State of the Nation address, February 
9 2012

“We have to shift the transporta-
tion of coal from road to rail in 
Mpumalanga, in order to protect 
the provincial roads.” — Jacob 
Zuma, State of the Nation address, 
February 14 2013

On January 22, one of the hun-
dreds of coal trucks that travel past 
Balfour every day in a never-ending 
quest to keep the fires burning at 
the power station at Grootvlei — 
about half an hour away — rammed 
into a school bus carrying 50  
pupils. 

It was a miracle that only one child 
was killed, says Dutch Reformed 
minister Johans van Tonder. It is 
equally a miracle that such acci-
dents are not more frequent.

“These trucks never stop, and they 
drive on a road that is so narrow,” 
he says. “Have you seen that side? 
There are no lines on the road there. 
There is nothing.”

Van Tonder describes a third mir-
acle — the fact that bystanders at 
the crash scene managed to tackle 
a distraught father (whose child, it 
later turned out, was not injured) 

before he could shoot the driver 
of the truck. Even after he was  
subdued, he continued to threaten 
to kill the driver.

The rail connection to the power 
station will be completed soon, 
says Van Tonder, who also runs 
the local business chamber — or 
so the town hears. But it also hears 
that the receiving terminal has run 
into planning trouble and will not 
be completed for some time; how 
much time is not clear.

“As far as we know the trucks will 
just keep running and they’ll just 
keep patching the road,” he says.

President Jacob Zuma’s State of 
the Nation address was delivered 
after the Mail & Guardian’s dead-
line. Full coverage and analysis of 
the speech is available at mg.co.za/ 
sona2014

Promised land: President Jacob Zuma visited the town three times but little has come of it. The library in 
Siyathemba (right) was burned down, although there is another in town (top right). Photos: Madelene Cronjé

The School of Architecture and Planning hosts the Masters Projects: Architecture 
and Urbanism, Volume 1 exhibition and book launch that serves as a display of 
all the 2013 architectural Masters’ thesis projects. Mokena Makeka will deliver 
the keynote address on States of Emergence: 3HUVRQDO�5HÁ�HFWLRQV�RQ�WKH�
$UFKLWHFWXUH�0DVWHUV�7KHVHV�DW�:LWV�������

Date:    Thursday, 20 February 2014
Time:    18:30 for 19:00
Venue: MOAD (Museum of African Design), Maboneng
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