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Judges Matter is a civil society project

dedicated to monitoring the appointment,

governance and discipline of judicial

officers, and ensuring transparency and

public accountability of the judiciary in

South Africa. 

Throughout the year, Judges Matter

provides the public (including the media)

with information on the Judicial Service

Commission and Magistrates Commission,

undertakes research, and provides expert

commentary on key issues affecting the

judiciary. 

More information is available on:

www.judgesmatter.co.za

The Judges Matter team comprises of

Alison Tilley, as co-ordinator and Zikhona

Ndlebe, as research and advocacy officer.

In 2020 Mbekezeli Benjamin joined the

team as a research and advocacy officer. 

Chris Oxtoby is a senior researcher at the 

 Democratic Governance and Rights Unit 

 (DGRU) but is an integral member of the

Judges Matter team. So too is Vanja Karth,

the director of the DGRU.

Judges Matter owes a debt of gratitude to

its many partners and supporters,

prominent among these being Edge

Digital, Millennium Trust,  Open Society

Foundation, the Social Justice Initiative and

the Raith Foundation.

Oupa Nkosi

ABOUT 

JUDGES MATTER 



2020  IN
NUMBERS  
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16 583*
TWITTER  FOLLOWERS

61 178*
FACEBOOK  LIKES

901 897*
VIEWS  ON  YOUTUBE  

82  
MEDIA  QUERIES  

Across print, television, and radio,

establishing Judges Matter as the 'go-to'

experts on the judiciary.  

99 756  
UNIQUE  WEBSITE  VISITORS  

1 January - 16 December 2020  

205 039* 
WEBPAGES  VIEWED

*As at 16 December 2020



The twice-yearly  Judicial Service

Commission (JSC) interviews are the

highlight of Judges Matter's calendar. Both

events being cancelled meant that Judges

Matter had to pivot to other areas of work.   

In 2020, we launched our focus project on

the Chief Justice  with the aim of starting

the conversation on a new Cj in 2021.

Alongside our colleagues at the DGRU, we

produced three pieces of new research into

the magistracy.  We launched a new

platform Magistrates Matter to house all

our work on the magistracy. 

Our advocacy work reached new audiences

and firmly established Judges Matter as the

key experts on the judiciary.  We

strengthened our relationships with our

existing partners and established new

relations with key  stakeholders such as the

Ministry of Justice, the Magistrates

Commission, and regional magistrates. We

also secured new funding commitments

from our trusted donors. 

WHAT  WENT

WELL  IN  2020
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2020 was a particularly difficult year! The

global coronavirus pandemic was a once-in-

a-lifetime event that forced us all into 

 lockdown but also into rethinking our ways

of living and working. Despite this, Judges

Matter steadily continued its work and

recorded tremendous success.  

NEW RESEARCH INTO THE

MAGISTRACY

LAUNCH OF MAGISTRATES MATTER

NEW FUNDING

FOCUS ON NEW CHIEF JUSTICE

APPOINTMENT 

STRONGER ADVOCACY AND

COMMUNICATION

NEW RELATIONSHIPS WITH KEY

STAKEHOLDERS 

KEY  SUCCESSES  IN  2020 :



Internal Project Management Capacity:

The pandemic exposed faults in our internal

capacity to manage projects effectively,

particularly our report-writing capacity. The

JM team acknowledged the strain this

placed on Vanja and committed to

undertaking capacity-building training on

key areas including report and proposal

writing, project management, budgeting,

and Monitoring & Evaluation. 

The Edge Partnership: 

Judges Matter’s partnership with Edge

Digital is undoubtedly one of our most

valuable assets. In light of this, the team

reflected  honestly on our relationship and

identified that, although generally beneficial

for both Judges Matter and Edge, there are

areas  for improvement. These areas are

detailed in the ‘Year Ahead’ section.

WHAT  COULD  HAVE  GONE
BETTER  IN  2020

The coronavirus pandemic is again

highlighted as a key challenge. It limited

our ability to participate in events like the

JSC interviews and Judiciary Day but also

cut off the networks of lawyers and judges

whom we would engage in frank

discussion on issues affecting the judiciary.

A planned workshop with new

commissioners on the JSC also had to be

cancelled. 

The pandemic also put a considerable

strain on the Judges Matter team. When 

 asked where they fall on our unofficial,

unscientific 'Stretchometer' – with 0 being

'chilled' and 10 being 'stretched to

breaking point' – Chris was an 8, Zikhona 

 9, Alison 7, Mbekezeli 6 and Vanja 12.

Despite this, the Judges Matter team 

 soldiered on and performed well above

expectations. Nevertheless, we highlight a

few areas we plan to improve in 2021.   

 

6



Applying the criteria, we then turned to

specific candidates who might be

considered for Chief Justice. We asked

whether the next Chief Justice could

be a woman - our most read article in

2020.  Later, we considered whether, if

administrative ability running a court was

the main consideration, would the next

CJ come from the current judges

president. Finally, we asked which of the

current members of the Constitutional

Court may be considered for Chief

Justice. 

In 2020 Judges Matter had nine media

engagements, and two of our top five

most read articles were on the

#NewCJ4SA project. 

IN FOCUS:   Appointing the next
Chief  Justice  of  South  Africa  
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With the mandatory retirement of Chief

Justice Mogoeng Mogoeng coming up in

2021, Judges Matter kickstarted the

conversation on his successor.

 In partnership with the Daily Maverick, one

of South Africa's largest news and opinion

websites, Judges Matter published a series

of opinion pieces highlighting important

considerations in the search for a new CJ for

SA.  

We first explained the crucial role of the

Chief Justice in our constitutional

democracy. Later, we set out the process of

appointing a Chief Justice. We then

discussed the criteria for appointing a

Chief Justice, highlighting the most 

 important qualities of a good CJ.

In 2021 the #NewCJ4SA project will strongly

focus on the substance  of candidates,

measured against the criteria. We will also

advocate for the President to follow a more

open, consultative process for the

appointment. 

Qualities of a good Chief Justice: 
juristic excellence

strong leadership
diplomacy

unimpeachable integrity
exceptional experience

#NewCJ4SA

https://www.judgesmatter.co.za/opinions/will-the-next-chief-justice-be-a-woman/
https://www.judgesmatter.co.za/opinions/judge-presidents/
https://www.judgesmatter.co.za/opinions/constitutional-court-next-chief-justice/
https://www.judgesmatter.co.za/opinions/the-crucial-role-of-the-chief-justice/
https://www.judgesmatter.co.za/opinions/process-for-appointing-the-chief-justice/
https://www.judgesmatter.co.za/opinions/criteria-for-the-appointment-of-a-chief-justice/


Building a ‘Chinese Wall’ between JM

and MM, including generating specific

content for both platforms.

 Publishing at least two pieces for each

platform each month, including cross-

platform content.  

Planning ahead for key events, e.g.

magistrates interviews in January 2020.

Planning and scheduling content for

the Edge team, e.g. preparing at least

two original pieces a month;

Focusing on the thematic areas of

Appointments, Conduct, and the

Single Judiciary.

The Judges Matter team also attended 88

interviews for entry-level magistrates,

matching the 2019 number.  We  have

established a strong rapport with the

Magistrates Commission, which builds on

our 2019 MoU.

In 2021, Judges Matter aims to strengthen

the work under the Magistrates Matter

portfolio, including the following activities:

Our work on magistrates took on new life

in 2020, with the launch of the

Magistrates Matter platform. Ahead of

the launch, the Judges Matter team, under

the DGRU umbrella, published two

research reports on different aspects of

the magistracy: the disciplinary system,

and magistrates' perceptions of their work

environment. A third report, based on our

observations of traditional courts in an

urban setting was also published. 

IN FOCUS:  Shining the spotlight 

on the Magistracy 
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These reports were based on extensive

consultations with magistrates, most of

whom shared frank reflections on their

work. They also participated in the

tremendously successful launch of the

Magistrates Matter platform. 
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https://youtu.be/WIBZ1I1G-aM
http://www.magistratesmatter.co.za/
https://www.magistratesmatter.co.za/2020/11/05/launch-of-magistrates-matter/
https://www.magistratesmatter.co.za/2020/11/05/launch-of-magistrates-matter/


The sitting of the Hlophe Tribunal was only

the culmination of a year which saw

judicial misconduct firmly in the spotlight.

2020 began with the dramatic complaint

by Hlophe's deputy, Judge Patricia Goliath,

who made serious allegations against him

- including assault of a fellow judge. 

During 2020, a record six high-profile

complaints were filed against judges

across the country – including against the

Chief Justice and Deputy Chief Justice. 

 Two judges have been formally suspended

by the President. 

Judges Matter has been a consistent voice

in calling for a streamlined, efficient

conduct process that holds judges

accountable. We will intensify this

advocacy in 2021.  

Twelve years since the incident happened,

the Judical Conduct Tribunal  into Western

Cape Judge President  John Hlophe's

alleged misconduct finally sat for hearings

in December 2020. Judges Matter attended. 

The hearings arose out of a 2008 complaint

by eleven Constitutional Court justices who

allege that JP Hlophe attempted to 

 improperly influence them to decide a case

involving President Jacob Zuma. Numerous

delays occurred in the interim, including

legal disputes over the misconduct rules,  a

fight over payment of legal fees and the

JSC's own  snail-pace processes.  

The Tribunal panel, headed by retired

Judge Joop Laubaschagne and included

Judge Tati Makgoka and attorney Nishani

Pather heard witness testimony from

Justices Nkabinde and Jafta and a language

expert. They will ultimately decide whether

JP Hlophe is guilty of gross misconduct and,

if so, should be impeached.  The decision is

expected in early 2021.  

IN FOCUS: The Hlophe Tribunal and

judicial misconduct 
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 In the week of the Hlophe Tribunal, 

Judges Matter fielded twelve television,  radio

and print media queries.

O
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https://www.judgesmatter.co.za/opinions/judge-goliath-takes-on-judge-hlophe/
https://www.judgesmatter.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Media_Statement_-_Judicial_Service_Commission_-_Decisions_on_Complaints_Involving_Judges_Makhubele_and_Parker.pdf
https://www.judgesmatter.co.za/conduct/
https://www.judgesmatter.co.za/conduct/hlophe-tribunal-2008-2019/
https://www.judgesmatter.co.za/conduct/hlophe-tribunal-2008-2019/
https://www.judgesmatter.co.za/conduct/hlophe-tribunal-2008-2019/
https://www.judgesmatter.co.za/conduct/hlophe-tribunal-2008-2019/
https://www.judgesmatter.co.za/conduct/hlophe-tribunal-2008-2019/


THE  YEAR

AHEAD

2021 
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BUILDING  THE  FUTURE

ON  PAST  SUCCESS  

We will continue building on our internal

organisational capacity, including skills

training for the team.

Our synergy with Edge Digital will be

strengthened through forward-planning

on all activities and  open communication-

lines.

We will maintain the high quality of our

content, increasing the frequency across all

our platforms.

Using existing relationships, we will

establish new partnerships with key

stakeholders in the legal profession,

government and the NGO sector.

Financial sustainability will be a priority for

us, and we will continue to add value to

our partnerships with current funders.  

Building on the tremendous success of

2020 we will sharpen our advocacy on key

messages to support the integrity of the

judiciary and the Rule of Law. 

Judges Matter ends 2020 on a high, with

success across all our work, despite the

challenges of living through a global

pandemic. 

 

We will build on this success in 2021,

committing ourselves  to the following

activities: 

 Judges Matter exists to strengthen the 

Rule of Law through monitoring 

the South African judiciary.



The Law Dean's Office, UCT 

Katie Findlay and Nicky Cosgreave

Yvonne Leibman

Judicial Officers Association of SA 

Association of Regional Magistrates of SA 

Development & Alumni Department, UCT

Oupa Nkosi

Daniel Thulare 

Vanja Karth

Johan de Villiers

Matthias Krönke

The Magistrates Commission

Millenium Trust

The Social Justice Initiative

The Raith Foundation

Open Society Foundation

The Office of the Chief Justice 

Pierre de Vos

SA Chapter - International Association of

Women Judges 

Daily Maverick

 

A  WORD  OF  THANKS 
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Judges Matter wishes to thank the following for

their support in 2020:
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.

Our commitment to bringing transparency in the South African judiciary comes with

considerable costs. In order to ensure that our work in monitoring the judiciary continues,

we need your help. 

You can contribute to Judges Matter through the following ways:

ACCOUNT DETAILS

Bank: Standard Bank of South Africa Ltd 

Account: UCT Donations Account

Branch: Rondebosch      

Branch code 025009     

Account number: 071522387

Type of account Current

Swift address SBZAZAJJEFT 

Reference: JM + Surname

 

Please email your proof of payment to:

donations@judgesmatter.co.za

SUPPORT  JUDGES  MATTER 
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VIA  SNAPSCAN :  

VIA  DIRECT  DEPOSIT  /  EFT :

VIA  THE  UCT  ONLINE

PAYMENT  GATEWAY :  

https://devman.uct.ac.za/KidzNet/online/judgesMatter/


WWW .JUDGESMATTER .CO .ZA


