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In recent years, more than sixty pupils
have annually graduated at the Johan-
nesburg Bar. They all need housing upon
commencing practice, yet it is no secret
that housing is in short supply.

The 2014 annual report of the Johan-
nesburg Bar states that there are 1015
members belonging to seventeen dif-
ferent groups. In 2014, ninety-seven new
members joined (or re-joined), while 32
members resigned. 2014’s growth is,
therefore, 65 members, which represents
an upturn of 9.6%.

All members are obliged to practise
from chambers approved by the Bar
Council. It would appear that sections
18(i)(q) and (r) of the Johannesburg Bar ’s
constitution places a corresponding duty
on the Bar Council to make such ap-
proved housing available.

In a recent memorandum, Michael
Anthonie SC, chairman of the Housing
and Membership Committee, observes
as follows:

‘It is manifestly clear that the obligation
placed on members to practise from Bar-
approved chambers creates a correspon-
ding obligation on the Bar to make such
approved housing available.

Juxtaposed against that is the resolu-
tion passed by the members in general
meeting on 30 October 1998 that the Bar
Council would not be liable nor would it
assume liability for any costs arising from
any member moving to any new node.
At that time the society was the head
lessee of all chambers occupied by mem-
bers and, with the migration of members
from the City node to the Sandton
node, the ociety suffered severe financial
loss and near-insolvency.

In the intervening sixteen years, both
nodes have stabilised and Sandton is
filled to capacity. Notwithstanding the
establishment of two groups in Sandton
in 2011 and 2013 respectively, the housing
crisis in Sandton has not ameliorated.’

Of course, the Johannesburg Bar
comprises more than just Sandton. In
Pritchard Street, in the city centre, there
are four groups. At those groups, there is
still some available space, yet not much.

Ishmael Semenya SC, the
leader of Pitje Group in
Pritchard Street, says that
some members based in
the city centre have wearied
of that location. He refer-
red specifically to problems

created by the Methodist Church situated
between Pitje Group and the High Court.

Yet, since the Sandton node is at or
near capacity, he has recently noticed an
increase in the demand for space in the
city centre.

At the time of writing, there were
eighteen chambers available at Pitje
Group, and one in Group 500, based
across the road, in Schreiner Chambers.
Yet, all new members can hardly be
housed in the available space in the city
centre.

On 18 September 2014, at a special
meeting of the Johannesburg Bar, a re-
solution was adopted authorizing the Bar
Council to spend up to R1million in any
twelve-month period to assist with the
housing of new members and/or the
formation of new groups in premises
approved by the Bar Council.

In this regard, Michael Antonie SC
observes:

‘Clause 36(a) of the Constitution pro-
vides that any profits or gains made by
the Society shall be used by the Society
solely for investment or for the attain-
ment of its objects and no part of such
profits or gains shall be distributed to
members or any other person.

‘The Housing and Membership Com-
mittee identified two premises which
would be ideal for the housing of new
members: the north wing of the first
floor of SALA House (529m2) and the
north and south wings of the second
floor of SALA House (1,037m2); half of
the ground floor at The Chambers (pre-
viously occupied by the Island Group).
The total area is 633m2 and there are
currently seventeen existing chambers, a
reception area and a kitchen.’

Paul Kennedy SC, leader of the Bridge
Group, notes that his group has finalised
negotiations with the landlord of The
Chambers, in which the Bridge Group is
already situated; in January 2015, it takes
up the remaining half of the ground
floor.

Twelve new members will be ac-
commodated in this way. Space will also
be retained for further expansion later.

Yet, as appears from Anthonie SC’s
memorandum, even more needs to be
done:

‘Recently, 74 pupils wrote the Bar exams.
Those who are successful will be entitled
to become members of the Society and
commence practice during early Decem-
ber 2014. There is presently a dire shortage
of housing in the Sandton node and, as
things currently stand, I anticipate that
30 to 40 of these new members will be
not be housed in existing groups. Having
regard to the Bar ’s obligation to make
approved housing available, it seems
obvious that a new group needs to be
established.

‘A senior junior member has agreed to
drive the establishment of a new group
which will be housed on the second
floor of SALA House. A number of our
new members will be members of that
group. Clearly, he cannot achieve the
successful establishment of a new group
on his own. In order to be a success, a
new group (which will have a number
of rank juniors) must also have a good
mix of experienced counsel. Unfortu-
nately an appeal to senior members met
with very little response. It is anticipated
that the new group will take occupation
of the chambers in SALA House during
January/February 2015. Negotiations with
the landlord are at an advanced stage.

‘The real question we, as members,
must answer is this: does the Society
have an obligation to house new mem-
bers? If the answer to that question is
‘yes’, then the Bar Council must be given
the authority to assume financial obliga-
tions to facilitate the start-up of new
groups in new premises approved by the
Bar Council. The natural corollary of
that is that the resources to fund such an
obligation will be derived from existing
resources and/or an additional levy on
members of the Society.’

It is expected that eighty pupils will com-
mence their pupillage in January 2015.
For as long as the Johannesburg Bar
annually takes on new pupil members,
demand will outstrip supply.

In these circumstances, the crisis will
not abate. The scarcity of roofs over new
members’ heads will be a problem for
years to come. No doubt, many new
members will for years continue echoing
Eliza Doolittle: ‘All I want is a room some-
where. Far away from the cold night air
…’
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