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Government foreign policy

Turning its back on human rights?

Government’s refusal to allow Tibet's Dalai Lama to enter the country led to accusations

of human rights abuse. Siphamandla Zondi argues however that South Africa is small

fry in a shark’s world and its decisions do not necessarily mean it has turned its back

on human rights.

 dacision by the Sauth
Aftican government not to
grant tha exiled Tibetan

leader, the Dalai Lama, a visa to
attend a 2010related peace
conference in March 2009 in
Johannesburg caused much
unhappiness, with media and human
rights activists responding in rage

“The spiritual leader of the Tibetan
people, who have been fighting for
the freedom from Chinese
occupation sinca 1959, had been
invited to shara tha stage with
follow Nobel Peaca Prize winners at
the conference. Nobal Peace Prize
laureates such as Archbishop.
emeritus Desmond Tutu and FW de
Klerk wera dismayed that their
support for the inviation to the
Dalai Lama had not persuaded the
government to allow him to attend

“These notable opinionmakers
made ther indignation known
through media statements and
public speaches.This in turn fed into
the swirl of eriticism from elements
in civil society that objected to the
decision, which to them weakened
our moral standing in the world. Tutu
and De Klerk pulled out of the
peace conference, making it
redundant.A deluge of outery against
the government followed
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The issua became a public
Felations disaster for the
government, when the confarence
could have been an opportunity for
the country to discuss the
complexities of foraign policy ina
changing global village. The peace
conference could have been turned
into a national dialogue on how to
balance real issues of national
interest such as investment and
trade with noble causes of human
rights.

EXPLAINING CHINA'S RESPONSE
Critics accused government for
succumbing to pressure from
China, which the South African
public was told threatened to
disinvest from South Afica. It
seemed that China was unusually
over-reacting

It should ba rememberad
howver that a fortnight befora the
Dalai Lama invitation became
known, Tutu and De Klerk together
‘with many other Nobel laureates
and calabrities had released
strongly worded statement in New
York condemning China's
treatment of the Dalai Lama. They
had also lobbied governments and
peoples of the world to support
the spiritual eader. These people

moved from moral support for the
Dalai Lama to seeking the isolation
of China globally

So. for China any meeting of
thesa individuals represented a
campaign to isolate t.The peaca
conferance was seen as a US based
antiChina agenda. So, when Tutu
and De Klerk visited the United
States and spoke out against China
again after the Dalai Lama was
refusad entry into South Africa,this
suspicion grew:

Government communicators
tried to minimisa the influence of
China on their dacision, insisting
that it was based solaly on South
Africa’s national interests. This did
not help because spokespersons
could not define theso interests,
even though China’s growing
investment in South Africa’s
economy and the need to avoid
taking sides in the US.China power
struggle was an obvious examples.
So, government statemants did very
littla to stop the eritcism.

Critics charged the government
with abandoning human rights. To
this accusation, government neither
spoke common sense nor gave a
persuasive justification to what
Soma saw & an anthuman rights
stance.
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‘GOVERNMENT NOT LEARNING
Clearly.goverrment hac not learned
from previous public reations
isastors, These ranged from South
Aica’ handling of the poltical criss
in Zimbabwe since 2000, o th
country's voting behaviour in the
United Nations Security Council in
2007 and 2008 particularty around
the brutal dictatorship in Burma
(Myormar)

“The emergence of the Movement
for Democratic Change (MDC) in
Zimbabwe led to ruthiess
Suppression by tho ZanuPF
government o ts citcs and the
forceful rmoval of white farmers
from farms n Zimbabuwe in 2000.The
United Kingdorled West docided to
condemn and folato the ZanuPF
government of Mugabe. B, inspired
by its recent istory South Afrca
choso to pursue a diplomatic
engagement to persuade and
presstre ZanuPF and the MDC to a
negotiated settlament,South Africa
feared the consequences of a
compiete melidown in Zimbabwe on
it own economy and social stabilty.

On one oceasion the Mbeki
government did try direct pressure
on Zimbabwe when it worked with
Nigeria o get Zimbabwe suspended
from th Commonvwealth in 2002.
Bt this was to no avai

In fact,this attempt to exclude
Zimbabwa from the Commonwealth
led to aven more brutalty in
Zimbabwe and to tha isolation of
South Africa n Africa. It bacama clear
to the South African government and
the African Union (AL) that the
diplomatic solution was the best way.
“The UK and powerful interests in the
media ridiculed this as a'quit”
diplomacy in contrast to a
‘magaphona’ diplomacy of naming
and shaming, which they pursued.

During its twoxyear tenure in the.
Security Council in 2007 - 2008, out
of 121 resolutions, South Africa’s
votes against resolutions on
Myanmar, Zimbabwe, fape, and
dlimate change caused much
controversy.Critcs in and outside
the country lambasted South Africa
for siding with countries that violate:
human rights.

In response government issued
lame press statements long after the
controversies had started and did
nothing much alse, Only later did
government engage civil society
formations and the media to explain
its course of action, but ths was too
late. Preparatiors for these maetings
could hava been better,especially
the readinss of government officials
t0 argue logically and convincingly
the nuances of South Africa’s
position

So.when the Dalai Lama debacle
broke out it simply confirmed what
for some had becoma a fact - that
SA had abandoned it high moral
ground and human righs. Hence,
some quickly surmised that this was
Just ancther example showing a lide.
towards bacoming a'rogue”
democracy, as they called it

SHIFT FROM HUMAN RIGHTS?
But on closa and abjective
examination none of these
instances indicate a Shft in South
Alrican foreign policy away from a
human rights orientation.

The shift away from
romanticising human righs in
foreign policy actually happened
early in Prosident Mandelas
government.

Mandela pushed for  strong
response to the Nigerian Abacha
dictatorship afer t killed Ken Saro
Wiwa and sight other Nigorian
human rights activists in 1995.This,
the stancoff with Mugabe over the
role of SADC (South African
Development Community), and the
intervention in Losatho when Sauth
Alrica sent armed forces to quell an
army mutin at the invitatio of its
embotted prime minister, combined
10 ronder human rights bised
foreign policy untenable and
impractical. This led 10 a les idealist
policy based on strategic calculation
about what South Africa could do
without hurting it core-ntorests
and osing frionds.
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National interests meant natioral
prosperity and security.

So,since 1995 to date, South
Africa has mada its decisions on the
basis of what it considars to be in
its interest rather than merely to
pursue some noble values.This
calculation was conditionad by the.
realities of being a small power in a
world dominated by powerful
states. However values and
principles remained important in
foraign policy decision-making.

“This means Judging South African
foreign policy decisions only on the
basis of human rights considerations
s incorrect. Tha assumption that SA
should act a5 3 crusader for human
rightsis both unrealistic and
impractical for a mer fish amongst
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