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South Africa's secrecy bill
In November 2011, South Africa’s lower house approved the protection of state information
bill – legislation, which if passed can sentence those found guilty to up to 25 years'
imprisonment, writes Maryam Omidi.

In November 2011, South Africa’s lower house approved the protection of state information bill –
legislation, which if passed by the upper house and ratified by the president, will give blanket
protection to state secrets. Under the law, unauthorised individuals disclosing classified documents
face prison sentences of up to five years; those failing to report possession of classified information
(even if acquired before the bill comes into force) face a maximum of five years; those harbouring
or concealing someone as a confidential source will be given up to 10 years; while those found
guilty of disclosing "top secret" information with intent to benefit a foreign power face up to 25
years' imprisonment.
The bill has united trade unionists, journalists, activists, lawyers and writers from across society
who have among other things called for the inclusion of a public interest defence clause. Llewellyn
Landers, an MP from the ruling African National Congress, the party that proposed the bill, said a
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public interest defence clause “would do irrevocable harm to the state and the people of South
Africa if a court should find that a whistleblower was found to have given information not out of
public interest but out of maliciousness". Detractors have said the bill is intended to suppress
investigative journalism and exposés about government corruption. South African PEN and PEN
International released a statement, calling the bill "a retreat towards the secrecy that characterised
South Africa before its democratic transition".
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