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New judges

Judge Chantel Fortuin

Born in Paarl, in 

the Western Cape, 

Judge Fortuin has 

been active in the 

legal fraternity 

since 1996. She 

started off at the 

Legal Resources 

Centre as a candi-

date attorney. She 

then moved on 

to a local firm of 

attorneys, but her 

strong links with 

the LRC lead her 

back there.

Judge Fortuin was the Regional Director of the LRC during October 

2003-June 2005 and October 2006-May 2008. Since then she has sat 

as an acting judge for seven terms, both in the Eastern Cape and in 

the Western Cape. She is no stranger to the Cape Bench -  she has sat 

as an acting judge for no fewer than seven terms. She was therefore 

fully acquainted with the Cape Bench, and with the support system 

which is in place at the Cape Bench by the time that she was elevated 

to permanent status.

Judge Fortuin is one of the newly appointed judges to participate 

in the National Training Programme for aspirant woman judges. She 

speaks highly of the programme, and the skills which she learnt have 

been invaluable. Her hope for the programme is that it not be isolated, 

and in the future be open to all aspiring judges.

Judge Fortuin has in her work at the LRC been a promotor of trans-

formation within the legal fraternity. When asked about her motiva-

tion to take up a judicial appointment, she said: ‘When presented with 

an opportunity to actively take part in a process that is important and 

necessary, it was hard to refuse.’

When presiding over admissions in court a few weeks ago, Judge 

Fortuin was pleased to see the increase in the number of young 

women taking up the profession, as either attorneys or advocates:

 ‘While there has been great progress in terms of transformation, 

there is still room to improve, especially when one looks at the aspect 

of sustainability.  It has become much easier for women to gain entry 

into the profession; it is, however, very difficult for women to sustain a 

successful career.’

While writing judgments and handing them down without a long 

delay is a challenge, Judge Fortuin is clear about how she views and 

deals with this aspect: ‘Quality of the judgment should not be sacri-

ficed! One should not rush – when the judgment does come out, it 

needs to be right.’

In taking up a position at the Bench, Judge Fortuin aims to break 

through the stereotype that appointments in line with the principles 

of transformation are not competent. She has found her new role 

rewarding and enjoyable: ‘Being able to do your work, and do it well, 

without constantly fighting for respect, has added immensely to the 

experience.’

Judge Elize Steyn

Judge Steyn has 
served as an acting 
judge at the Cape 
Bench on numer-
ous occasions 
during the last 
few years. It was 
therefore  a natural 
progression that 
she be permanently 
appointed, and one 
of the motivating  
factors which influ-
enced her  to take 
the jump from the 
Bar to the Bench, 
is the ‘varied and 
stimulating work’ 

which she encountered during her various acting stints as well as the 
encouragement of many of her peers at the Bar.

When asked about the differences of life at the Bar, as compared 
to life on the Bench, Judge Steyn, admitted that she missed the col-
legiality, which is a prominent aspect of practising at the Bar: ’While 
being a judge is more isolated, you have more time to focus on your 
work.’

As regards to her experience and ability to be able to sit as a 
judge, she attributes this to her long career at the Bar: ‘Practising 
at the Bar has certainly been advantageous in my preparation and 
performing my duties as a judge.’

One of the more exciting and enjoyable aspects of being at the 
Bench is presiding over the Third Division Court. ‘It is a way to keep 
in touch with be Bar, and to keep an eye on the younger generation 
of advocates. It is always a daunting experience, when faced with 
100 or so matters on the roll, and to ensure that you remain one step 
ahead of counsel.’

Judge Steyn advises Third Division practitioners to ensure that 
the file is always in order, and to provide an index, even when not 
required by the Practice Notes. ‘It helps us (judges) go through the 
file quicker and more efficiently.’ Counsel should be wary, as they 
(counsel ‘are unaware of just how much the judge sees and notices 
from the Bench!’

One of the more challenging aspects of being a judge is the writ-
ing of judgments and getting it out, without a long delay. Due to the 
heavy and demanding workload, turning out a judgment straight 
after the matter has been heard is difficult and sometimes impossible 
to do. ‘Counsel’s Heads of Argument become crucial when a judge 
sits to write his/her judgment. Counsel should endeavour to supply 
judges with concise Heads of Argument.’

Judge Steyn hopes to break down the stereotype and perceptions 
of judges, by promoting open communication between judges and 
counsel. ‘Judges should be seen as people and not put on a pedestal; 
counsel should feel comfortable to approach a judge when the need 
arises.’  


