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Nearly five years ago, Congress passed the 
Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act, imposing sanctions 
against South Africa. The act lays out certain 
conditions that must be met before sanctions can be 
lifted. The 1986 Act was passed in the face of strong 
Reagan Administration hostility and succeeded in 
helping force the South African government to move 
cautiously away from apartheid. The Bush 
Administration has seized on the first reforms as 
approaching justification for lifting sanctions. On April 
30th two Congressional subcommittees of the House 
Foreign Affairs Committee held hearings to assess the 
status of sanctions. ACOA Executive Director Jennifer 
Davis testified on the importance of keeping U.S.  
sanctions in place because South Africa has come 
nowhere near establishing a one person, one vote 
democracy.  

Mr. Chairman, members of the Committee, I 
want to thank you for inviting me to testify today, 
providing me with the opportunity to underscore the 
urgent need for Congress to reaffirm its support for 
sanctions against apartheid.  

The object of Congressional action in 
imposing sanctions was to help achieve the eradication 
of apartheid and the establishment of democratic 
majority rule on the basis of the full and fair exercise 
of universal suffrage by all the people in a united and 
non-fragmented South Africa.  

This is a critical moment for the people of 
South Africa. At last, having struggled through many 
cycles of promised reform, always followed by 
renewed repression, their goal seems within reach.  

But despite the dramatic changes of 1990 and 
1991 the core of white supremacy in South Africa 
remains in place. Frederick de Klerk is still President.  
Neither Nelson Mandela nor any other Black person 
can vote to elect their government. This 
disenfranchisement of 87 % of the population is the 
essence of apartheid. Until one person one vote comes 
to South Africa we cannot talk about the end of

apartheid and it would be foolish to talk about lifting 
sanctions.  

I have not come to debate the technicalities of 
the 1986 law. I have come instead to talk about the 
importance of sanctions in the struggle to bring 
democracy to South Africa.  

Even the Administration admits that it was the 
successful pressure of international sanctions, 
combined with the tremendous resistance of the 
southern African people, that forced a new direction 
on South Africa's white leaders. The apartheid road 
promised them increasing isolation, poverty and 
conflict.  

But the first steps in a new direction provide 
no guarantees about the final destination. Once having 
set out on the path away from apartheid, South Africa 
is unlikely to turn about and reinstate an identical past.  
In that sense perhaps change is irreversible. But what 
lies ahead may be far from the democracy sought. So 
irreversibility is not enough.  

The process of dismantling apartheid, of 
tearing down the entire structure of institutionalized 
racism, of clearing the ground for the new democratic 
structure, has proven full of grand promises and 
halting, partial performance. And this process has 
exposed how vastly different the picture of the "new 
society" is when viewed through white and Black eyes.  

A few examples illustrate how far we still 

have to go.  

Political Prisoners 

In 1990 President de Klerk told the world that 
all political prisoners would be released by today, 
April 30. Even as I speak the vast majority of the 
political prisoners are still behind bars according to the 
South African Human Rights Commission. Talking to 
the families and lawyers of these prisoners in the last 
few days we have heard their joy that the government 
has been induced to release some of the prisoners.
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But we have heard more pain, as the process 
of release has been dragged out and denied by complex 
legal technicalities and administrative bureaucracy.  
Most of the political prisoners canceled university 
correspondence courses and expected to be released 
just after Nelson Mandela was freed last year. Then 
they expected to be released after the first meeting 
between the government and the ANC in May 1990 
and finally they expected to be released by today. That 
so many of them are still in prison is the worst kind of 
cruelty.

De Klerk has proclaimed the end of 
segregation, yet Black children still attend 
segregated, inferior, overcrowded schools.  

Education 

De Klerk has proclaimed the end of 
segregation, yet Black children still attend segregated, 
inferior, overcrowded schools. The government has 
made only token gestures towards desegregation, by 
allowing white parents to decide if their schools should 
be opened. At the start of the 1991 academic year only 
205 white schools have been opened; in the Transvaal 
34 out of 940 state schools for whites opened up - and 
admitted 1,048 Black pupils. This makes a mockery of 
promises of proper education.  

Land 

The promised repeal of the Land Acts of 1913 
and 1936 is welcome, but will do nothing to reduce the 
disastrous historical imbalance which has given whites 
right of ownership in 87% of South Africa and 
Africans rights in only 13 %. After repeal, African 
farmers will still be too poor to buy back their land 
and will remain hired hands and sharecroppers at best 
on the land that once belonged to their forefathers. The 
government refuses to even consider returning land to 
the millions of people whose small family farms were 
stolen from them at bayonet point. Ironically, the end 
of this process may be more African land loss as white 
entrepreneurs have far more money than Blacks.  
Indeed the Government's white paper on Land Reform 
reveals how little concerned the State is to repair the 
damage caused by apartheid, how comfortable it 
remains with white privilege.  

Describing criteria for providing adequate 
urban housing after abolishing the racist provisions of 
the Group Areas Act the documents propose: 

"...at this stage the accent should be 
on minimum standards and the systematic upgrading 
thereof. Those who have already reached a high 
standard are entitled to a higher order of services and 
to the maintenance of values appropriate to their 
lifestyle. Town planning and the expansion of towns 
will be regulated in accordance with the needs and 
level of sophistication of the community concerned."

Violence 

The government's continuing assault on the 
democratic movement makes a mockery of its stated 
commitment to free political activity and expression, 
and has had the most tragic impact on the lives and 
hopes of the South African people.  

Last year the government's own investigation 
confirmed the existence of army and police death 
squads suspected of the murder of hundreds of 
religious, community and trade union activists. Yet in 
September de Klerk promoted the founder of the death 
squads, General A.J. Liebenberg, to the post of army 
Chief of Staff, the highest rank in the South African 
Defence Force.  

Since Mandela's release, almost ten people 
per day have died in the killing fields of Mr. de 
Klerk's new South Africa. It has become fashionable 
to dismiss the terror as so-called Black on Black 
violence, unrelated to the struggle against white rule.  

But as the body count has mounted so too has 
the evidence of government involvement--both directly 
through the actions of the apartheid army and police, 
and indirectly through its sponsorship of Black 
vigilante groups. During a trip to South Africa last 
year I saw literally hundreds of sworn affidavits and 
eyewitness accounts collected by human rights 
organizations, international observers and religious 
leaders charging the security forces with complicity in 
the violence.  

On March 24 the police opened fire on a 
peaceful crowd in Daveyton township, for example, 
killing 2 children and 11 other people seeking to 
exercise their newly granted right of nonviolent 
protest. Later the wounded were dragged from their 
hospital beds and arrested.  

In September de Klerk promoted the founder 
of the death squads, General A.J.  
Liebenberg, to the post of army Chief of 
Staff, the highest rank in the South African 
Defence Force.  

Supporters of Kwazulu bantustan chief Gatsha 
Buthelezi, armed with machetes, spears, clubs and 
other allegedly traditional weapons have featured 
prominently in the killing. Yet in 1990 the de Klerk 
government passed a special law allowing Buthelezi's 
followers to carry these deadly arms in public. The 
government recently announced it will oppose a legal 
challenge to this law.  

White House lostility to Sanctions 

Black South Africans are still second class 
citizens in the land of their birth. This is not a policy 
which should be rewarded by abrogating sanctions. To 
do so would send a message around the world that the 
United States condones violence, brutality, segregation



and political disenfranchisement so long as the victims 
are Black.  

The arguments against sanctions tend to shift, 
of course, but it seems more than coincidental that the 
opponents remain the same. It is worth recalling that 
Congress passed the Anti-Apartheid Act in the teeth of 
the Administration's policy of constructive 
engagement. In 1986 sanctions, used against apartheid, 
was a dirty word in the White House and at State.  

It was a very different story away from 
Washington, where angry Americans, acting on their 
conscience in their communities initiated the passage 
of anti-apartheid divestment legislation in cities, 
counties and states.  

That movement was the foundation on which 
Congress could build its ground breaking 1986 action.  

The Administration seems never to have 
really thrown off its hostility to sanctions 
against apartheid.  

The Administration seems never to have 
really thrown off its hostility to sanctions against 
apartheid. Having conceded that "sanctions played a 
role" this March in testimony before this Committee, 
Assistant Secretary of State Cohen was back on the 
war path, castigating state and local sanctions as 
"obstacles" and the very effective Rangel tax bill as an 
"unfair burden." 

"American companies active in South Africa 
have led the way in demonstrating how business and 
equal opportunity reinforce each other," he said. "We 
are proud of these American companies and are glad 
that they stayed in South Africa despite the many 
obstacles, such as state and local measures against 
them and the unfair burden of double taxation." 

Seizing happily on the regime's first tottering 
steps toward democracy, Western governments in 
general now argue that sanctions have been so 
effective that they should be discontinued. As you 
know, some European governments have already 
begun to lift sanctions.  

This presupposes that the white minority 
government is irreversibly committed to reforming 
itself out of existence. This seems to me to be 
extraordinarily naive.  

The reforms which we have seen to date 
resulted from the pressure of sanctions reinforcing the 
heroic resistance of the South African people 
themselves. And as I have indicated these reforms 
have come slowly, grudgingly, and at a great cost in 
human lives. In reality the apartheid government is 
seeking to impose a settlement which will preserve the 
essence of white minority rule behind a facade of 
Black representation.

Nor is this the first time that a South African 
President has promised fundamental change. In the 
1970s de Klerk's predecessor, P.W. Botha, 
proclaimed that, "apartheid is dead" and promised a 
new constitution. But then, as now, apartheid was 
alive and well in the Black townships, in the single sex 
hostels, in the squatter camps and rural reserves.  

Once sanctions go, a major pressure for 
positive change will go with them. The South African 
Government is likely to conclude that the process of 
reform has gone far enough.  

A more sophisticated thesis for repealing 
sanctions argues that: "Real equality for Black people 
can come only as the result of economic expansion, 
and lifting sanctions is the precondition for that 
expansion." But experience has shown that investment 
in the absence of majority rule does not significantly 
benefit Black people. In the ten years from 1970 to 
1981 U.S. investment in South Africa tripled while the 
lives of the Black majority grew steadily more 
desperate.  

Further, new foreign investment is unlikely to 
pour into South Africa the moment sanctions are lifted.  
Most economic commentators agree that there will be 
no significant new investment until peace and stability 
are assured. And there can be no peace in South 
Africa without the basic justice of majority rule.  

Whatever the view of foreign experts, there is 
a fatal flaw in all their arguments, which presume to 
know why sanctions are bad for Black South Africans.  
Namely that Black South Africans do not accept them.  

This December I was allowed to visit my 
native South Africa for the first time in 24 years. I was 
able to speak with leaders of the ANC, church and 
labor leaders, and leaders of women's organizations, 
neighborhood councils and student groups. Their 
unanimous call was to "keep the pressure on" by 
continuing sanctions.  

They were profoundly grateful for the help 
they had received from the American people, but they 
were afraid that Americans might think that the 
struggle was over and that their support and pressure 
were no longer needed. I assured them that I did not 
believe that the American people would permit 
sanctions to be lifted until basic democracy - one 
person, one vote - has been won.  

And if that experience is dismissed as ancient 
history because five months have passed, let me 
remind you of more recent statements. On April 25 in 
London Nelson Mandela repeated his call for 
sanctions, saying "The British Government believes 
sanctions should be reviewed, but our own position is 
totally different. We say they were introduced for a 
specific objective, that is to give the vote to all the 
people of South Africa and scrap apartheid, and 
neither of these objectives had been achieved. For this 
reason sanctions should remain." 

Jay Naidoo, the General Secretary of the 
Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU), 
the largest union federation representing over a million



mainly Black workers, told the AFL-CIO Executive 
Board this February "COSATU has together with the 
rest of the Democratic Movement called for the 
maintenance of the existing measures. The conditions 
for free political activity have still not been created.  
Thousands remain in jail or in exile. The violence 
continues to be a major destabilizing factor. We still 
do not have the vote. The phasing out of sanctions 
must be linked to concrete movement on the ground 
towards a non-racial democracy." 

There is a broad consensus in favor of 
sanctions involving almost all pro-democratic 
forces in South Africa.  

There is a broad consensus in favor of 
sanctions involving almost all pro-democratic forces in 
South Africa, from the P.A.C. and NACTU to the 
South African Council of Churches and the respected 
South African Human Rights Commission. American 
people continue to heed this call. As our staff criss
crosses the country, speaking in churches, union halls, 
high schools and on college campuses, the message 
they bring back is that the American people still care 
deeply about apartheid and are not prepared to see 
sanctions removed short of a democratic solution in 
South Africa.  

This sentiment has found its expression in 
state and local action to end investment in South 
Africa. As of today 28 states, 25 counties and 91 cities 
have taken economic action against corporations whose 
investments in South Africa subsidize apartheid. Their 
actions have caused over $20 billion to be divested 
from corporations which invest in South Africa. In 
addition a growing number of states, counties and 
cities have enacted selective purchasing policies to 
favor corporations which do not invest in South 
Africa.  

The lack of progress towards democracy and 
the inspiration of Nelson Mandela's triumphal trip to 
this country have sustained this movement. In 1990 
both Virginia and Hawaii adopted divestment policies.  
In the wake of Mr. Mandela's visit, cities such as 
Pittsburgh, Jersey City, Los Angeles, New York and 
San Francisco strengthened their divestment and 
selective purchasing measures. New York alone 
divested $560 million in South Africa related 
investments in 1990. Last month, the Detroit Police 
and Firefighters Pension Funds adopted a divestment 
policy. Just last week J.P. Morgan announced that it 
had decided to withdraw from the business of 
processing American Depository Receipts for South 
African shares after a long campaign spearheaded by 
the Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers 
Union.  

Clearly, a Congressional move to abandon 
sanctions would meet with intense opposition at the 
grassroots. Even in the unlikely event that Congress 
permitted sanctions at the federal level to be repealed, 
these "people's sanctions" at the state, county and 
municipal level would remain in place as an effective 
deterrent to investment in apartheid.

In closing, Mr. Chairman, I want to raise one 
more issue that involves not the lifting of sanctions, 
but rather the enforcement of existing sanctions. The 
American Committee on Africa has uncovered 
evidence that in just six months, from June to 
December 1990, over 20 tons of U.S. shotguns and 
ammunition were sent to South Africa. We have traced 
new cargoes of arms and ammunition which went in 
January. And we have reason to believe that this is 
only the tip of the iceberg.  

We alerted the Commerce Department to 
these shipments back in November and have 
repeatedly followed up with requests for action. We 
understand that the Department of Commerce is now 
investigating these shipments, but we are concerned 
that the licenses could ever have been issued at all.  

Conclusion 

Mr. Chairman, I've been trudging up to the 
Hill for 20 years now to testify on South Africa. A lot 
has changed in those years. One of the most important 
changes was the decision by Congress in 1986 to 
finally put the United States on the side of freedom in 
South Africa.  

A Congressional move to abandon sanctions 
would meet with intense opposition at the 
grassroots.  

That was the right thing to do then and it's the 
right thing to do now. There will be much more to do 
in the future.  

When freedom day finally comes South 
Africans will need our help to rebuild their country 
after the carnage of apartheid. They will need far more 
than just the lifting of sanctions. They will need our 
generosity not only with aid, but with the kind of 
people to people solidarity which can accomplish so 
much. I am certain that when that day comes this 
nation will rise to the challenge just as we have risen 
to the challenge of apartheid.  

In closing Mr. Chairman, let me thank you 
once again for inviting me to testify before this 
committee.  

April 30, 1991 

The American Committee on Africa was formed in 
1953 to support African independence and majority 
rule. Because of the Committee's role in lobbying 
Congress, contributions are not tax deductible.  

Additional copies of this publication are available from 
the American Committee on Africa, 198 Broadway, 
New York, NY 10038. Price: 30c each. Over twenty, 
15c each. Please add 15% postage. Minimum order 
$1.00.


