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1. Introduction and Background 
 
South Africa headed to the polls on 29 May 29 2024 for a general election that had been described as 
the most heavily contested in the country’s history. The outcome saw the ruling African National 
Congress (ANC) lose its majority for the first time in 30 years, garnering just over 40% of the vote. This 
put the country on a new political path for the first time since the end of apartheid as the ANC was to 
form a coalition government with other parties or enter into a government of national unity. In her 
opening remarks, moderator Dr Kabaso Kabwe, from the African Centre for the Study of the United 
States noted that while the negotiations had not been finalised, the webinar was convened to discuss 
the global implications of this election outcome for South Africa’s foreign policy, it’s role on the global 
stage, as well as the future of its youth.  
 

2. Summary Report: Reflections from the Panellists 
 

2.1 Mr. Paul Nantulya - Africa Centre for Strategic Studies, National Defence 
University, Washington DC 

 
Mr Nantulya’s reflections underscored the critical importance of South Africa's negotiation skills, the 
stability of its foreign policy and the exemplary conduct of its election process.  
 
He highlighted that the election in South Africa brought uncertainty but also significant opportunities 
and risks. His remarks emphasised the inherent uncertainties and high stakes associated with this 
political transition. He compared it to the historic Convention for a Democratic South Africa (CODESA), 
which ended apartheid without external interference, as a significant asset that endowed South Africa 
with negotiation skills and a deep institutional memory, which were currently being leveraged in 
public debates and proposals. He stated that successfully navigating this transition was crucial not just 
for South Africa but for the entire African continent and the world, as it offered lessons in conflict 
resolution and political negotiation. 
 
Regarding South Africa’s foreign policy, he asserted that its fundamentals were expected to remain 
strong and stable as South Africa had played a significant role in international forums such as BRICS 
(Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa), the Non-Aligned Movement, G20 and G77. Its foreign 
policy positions such as its stance on issues like Palestine and Western Sahara, often reflecting its 
apartheid experience, were widely supported within South African society, not just by the ANC. 
Therefore, major shifts in foreign policy were unlikely. Mr. Nantulya pointed out the transparency and 
inclusivity of the South African election process, which stands out in contrast to many other nations 
where election commissions are often co-opted, and dissent is suppressed. The open access to 
election tallies and live feeds demonstrated a commitment to transparency that is rare globally. This 
practice serves as an exemplary model for other African countries and the world, reinforcing South 
Africa’s position as a beacon of democratic principles.  
 

2.2 Mr. Koffi Kouakou - Centre for Africa China Relations, University of 
Johannesburg, South Africa 

 
Mr. Koffi Kouakou emphasised the importance of a stable coalition for South Africa's future. He noted 
that while a fragmented coalition is a realistic possibility, a balanced coalition could provide the best 
path forward as it would ensure stability and cohesion in both domestic and foreign policy.  
 
He outlined the potential impacts of the South African election, highlighting the significance of the 
political shift it represents. He identified three potential impacts of emerging political coalitions. First, 
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there is uncertainty in foreign policy, with a possible shift in dominance away from the African National 
Congress (ANC), which has held power for three decades. Second, the ANC's reduced strength, 
potentially down to 40%, signals a major change. Third, coalition deal-making would necessitate 
compromises among political parties. This would influence their strategies and the nation's direction. 
These dynamics alert decision-makers to potential risks and opportunities.  
 
Mr. Kouakou highlighted two key areas: foreign policy direction and economic policy. A stable coalition 
government would support consistent foreign policy and active international participation, including 
in BRICS and other global forums. Conversely, a fragmented coalition could lead to weaponised 
international relations and undermine national goals. Instability in economic policy and trade relations 
could lead to significant problems. South Africa’s diplomatic influence also hinges on the stability of 
its coalition government. A strong coalition would enhance leadership and strategic alliances, while 
an unstable one would diminish diplomatic clout. 
 
He outlined three scenarios: a best-case scenario with a stable and cohesive coalition ensuring 
consistent foreign policy, economic stability, and strong leadership; a worst-case scenario with a 
fragmented and unstable coalition leading to inconsistent foreign policy, economic uncertainty, and 
reduced diplomatic influence; and a middle scenario with a coalition balancing pro-Western and 
Global South interests, requiring careful management to maintain strategic relationships. 
 

2.3 Dr. Bob Wekesa - African Centre for the Study of the United States, Wits 
University, South Africa 

 
Dr Wekesa highlighted that South Africa's internal political shifts would have significant implications 
for its domestic and international roles, necessitating strategic management to maintain stability and 
influence.  
 
He noted that the elections marked a significant political shift as the ANC fell below 50% for the first 
time in 30 years, a development which could lead to major changes both domestically and globally. 
He observed, for example, that key figures like Naledi Pandor, the International Relations and 
Cooperation Minister, may not return to Parliament due to proportional representation. He reiterated 
that South Africa's international stature could diminish as internal political discord could complicate 
coalition management and public expectations. If coalition partners prioritised different foreign policy 
directions, a unified stance could become difficult. In addition, without a parliamentary majority, 
achieving decisive foreign policies may be challenging.  
 
Dr Wekesa pointed out that domestically, the ANC's decreased dominance could lead to a focus on 
local issues over international projections, as coalition dynamics and competing interests would likely 
strain South Africa's role as a leading African voice. This internal focus may also impact South Africa's 
contributions to international forums like the UN, BRICS and G20. He further also noted that 
historically, the ANC leaned towards the Global South, affecting relations with the Global North, 
particularly the U.S. Dr Wekesa noted that the BRICS alliance, with strong ties to China, could face 
challenges due to South Africa's domestic political changes. The ANC's past support for BRICS' 
expansion might wane under coalition pressures. The U.S. and other global partners may thus see 
opportunities to improve relations with South Africa, particularly if new coalition dynamics align with 
their interests.  
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2.4 Ms. Valerie Nontobeko Buthelezi – African Centre for the Study of the 
United States, Wits University, South Africa 

 
Ms. Buthelezi spoke to the youth vote, highlighting that South Africa, with an average age of 27.5, is a 
young nation. However, its political landscape was dominated by older leaders, with the youngest 
presidential candidate of the three major parties being 48. This age disparity results in a disconnect 
between the political leadership and the youthful majority, whose perspectives are often 
underrepresented. In examining voting patterns, Ms. Buthelezi observed that in locations with high 
youth populations, such as Johannesburg and Pretoria university districts, the Economic Freedom 
Fighters (EFF) garnered the most support. This contradicted with the larger national tendency, which 
favoured the Democratic Alliance (DA) and the ANC.  
 
She noted that the youth's low voter registration rate (4.4 million out of 11 million eligible young 
voters) further hampered political participation. She added that while young South Africans largely 
accepted the country's current foreign policies, such as its participation in BRICS and position on 
international issues such as the Palestine conflict, they were dissatisfied with domestic economic 
policies. Youth unemployment remains high, with barely four out of ten young people employed, 
excluding those studying or discouraged from job seeking due to various other issues.  
 
She stressed the need for greater political inclusion of the youth, advocating for more significant 
representation and participation in decision-making processes. This, she noted, was crucial for aligning 
South Africa's future direction with the aspirations of its young population. Ms. Buthelezi concluded 
that reconciling the views of young people with national policies was essential for the country's long-
term development and political stability. 
 

3. Questions and comments from the audience 
 
Questions and comments from the audience to the panelists included whether the markets would 
respect the electorate's decision to reject the ANC's private sector approach and shift left, while 
ensuring policy certainty in the midst of these considerations:  
 

- White monopoly capital;  
- the extent to which foreign policy issues would determine the choice of ANC’s coalition 

partners;  
- youth apathy and unclear EFF policies related to addressing economic issues;  
- whether Africans were aware of white-owned businesses funding black political parties, and 

potentially fragmenting the black vote;  
- and boosting the Africa Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) for sustainable development 

given the failure of African liberation movements to deliver on domestic policies and the 
success of China's Belt and Road Initiative on the continent.  
 

In addition, there were views that ANC dominance had prevented a national interest-based foreign 
policy and suggestions that perhaps a coalition government could help foster broader perspectives. 
Furthermore, the effectiveness of the notion of liberal democracy worldwide was questioned. It was 
highlighted that there was widespread dissatisfaction around the world, and therefore the need to 
address systemic issues that prevent liberal democracy from satisfy the people's needs. It was pointed 
out that despite ongoing elections, the inherent inadequacies of the system were apparent, as it fails 
to solve people's issues and maintain their enthusiasm, as seen in various countries.  
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3.1. Responses and concluding remarks from the panelists  
 
In general, the panellists agreed that foreign policy could influence ANC's coalition choices with 
considerations on issues such as the Palestinian war and alliances with China and Russia. Stability in 
the coalition would thus determine how well these foreign policies could be defended. They however 
also observed that since politics was local, coalition negotiations would focus more on domestic issues, 
with foreign policy considerations secondary, highlighting that global influences would come into play 
at a later stage. It was acknowledged that while the ANC's historical international clout in foreign 
policy was significant, South African foreign policy also included non-ANC elements and centrist 
positions. Going forward, civil servants may now have more influence in managing foreign policy 
independently, and some coalition partners such as the DA’s international connections, would be 
crucial. Overall, it was stressed that South Africa must consider external factors to thrive.  
 
The need for African self-sufficiency in political funding was reiterated to avoid external manipulation, 
and as such, it was noted that both political parties and big businesses must undergo self-reflection 
for sustainable stability. It was also pointed out that learning from China’s economic strategies could 
help South Africa address core economic issues like poverty, unemployment, inequality and even land 
reform. Urgent action was thus needed from upcoming coalitions to balance market and social 
imperatives to make meaningful changes. The panellists also acknowledged that voters, especially 
young people, felt disillusioned with the lack of change in politics and saw no purpose in voting as 
parties offered the same policies. The desire for new and different options was emphasised. Overall, 
it was noted that the nature, strength and health of South African foreign policy was deeply dependent 
on the quality of the local and national well-being of its people.  
 
 
 
 
 


