
14    advocate   December 2010

BAR NEWS

Johannesburg

By Dirk R van Zyl

High Court Library

Practising law in the South Gauteng High 

Court has been an interesting affair since the 

publication of the previous issue of Advocate. 

The building works at the High Court previously 

reported on are still ongoing and provide something 

of a historical note of consistency in our division 

- 100 years ago the High Court was also under 

construction! 
The court proceedings at the High Court were particularly hard hit 

by the public service strike. Several instances of intimidation of our 
members attending court were reported and on one occasion the 
High Court building was blockaded by striking public servants who 
refused entry to litigants, lawyers and judges alike. Needless to say 
proceedings in the courts almost came to a standstill as virtually no 
court personnel reported for duty. Some judges had to try and make 
do with their dictaphones to try and record judgments. 

The public servants’ strike is, however, not solely to blame for 
what can only be described as deteriorating conditions in the courts 
for judges, practitioners and litigants alike. Foremost in this respect 
is the fast deteriorating condition of the High Court Library. Judge 
Neels Claassen, in his capacity as chairman of the Library Committee 
of the Johannesburg High Court, recently sent a memorandum to 
the Department of Justice highlighting the problems being experi-
enced with the court library. In brief, the memorandum raised the 
following issues:The Johannesburg High Court Library has been in 
dire straights for the last three to four years.

1.  The problem of appointing capable and experienced personnel 
will continue indefinitely while the salary payable for a librarian 
remains at the current level. 

2.  The consistent lack of proper leadership by competent quali-
fied law librarians has had a marked deteriorating effect on the 
conditions at the library. Due to this rapid deterioration of services 
rendered by the library to the judges, advocates, attorneys and 
the public, continued verbal and written complaints have been 
received by the Library Committee. 

3.  The poor state of the library has become an extreme embarrass-
ment to the members of the Library Committee and to the High 
Court at large. 

4.  The deterioration has reached crisis proportions. 

5.  The Johannesburg High Court library is not regarded as a high 
priority at National Office.

6.  Various avenues were explored to try and solve the crisis. All 
efforts were stymied by the Department.

7.  In more than four years the Department has not completed the 
job evaluation to create a post of chief librarian. As such, no chief 
librarian can  currently be appointed.

8.  A law library is a key component in the effective and efficient 
delivery of quality justice to the public. A failure on the part of the 

Department of Justice to ensure an efficiently run library consti-
tutes a violation of its constitutional obligation to assist the courts 
and to ensure its effectiveness. Currently, the judges are apprehen-
sive of utilising the services of the library for fear of writing judg-
ments based on outdated books and/or statutes obtained from the 
library. This state of affairs cannot continue or be left unresolved.

9.  To date no reply has been received from the Department. A copy 
of the memorandum was also forwarded to the Deputy Minister 
of Justice, who informed that the matter will be investigated. The 
full copy of the memorandum is available from the Johannesburg 
Bar should readers wish to obtain a copy thereof. Given the seri-
ousness of this issue and the direct impact that it has on the effec-
tive running of the court, the quality of judgments and the access 
to justice, readers are urged to take up the cudgels in the personal 
capacity and add their voices of protest to that of Judge Claassen.

All was not doom and gloom. In the true spirit of entrepreneur-
ship upon which Johannesburg and our division was founded, a 
dinner was held on 15 September 2010 attended by the judges of 
our division and the senior members of our Bar. It was agreed by all 
that the frank discussions about the supporting role that the senior 
Bar should play in respect of the Bench in our division should remain 
confidential. Nonetheless, by all indications it was a well received and 
fruitful dinner, which will hopefully be repeated in the near future. 

Lastly, the annual Johannesburg Bar Golf Championship was held 
on Sunday, 28 November 2010. Results from the Championship will 
appear in the next edition of Advocate. The winner will, in the true 
traditions of the Bar, receive a Jug of Claret (vintage unknown) as 
opposed to the Claret Jug.

Swimming championships 2010 – Sweden
Carel van Heerden won three gold and a bronze medal in the National 
Masters Championships in March this year. He qualified in the 50 m, 
100 m and 200 m breaststroke and 50 m freestyle for the Masters 
World Swimming Championships in Sweden, in August 2010. Out of 
the approximately 80 contestants in each event he came 31st, 29th, 
22nd and 38th.

It was a privilege to rub shoulders with the best in the world for 
this event. They are very serious about their swimming.

Left: Alexander Konenchov from Moscow; right: Carel van 
Heerden   


