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chair’s contribution

SERVICE TO THE BAR

Craig Watt-Pringle SC, chair, General Council of the Bar of South Africa H
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I experienced mixed feelings on 6 January 2019, the day on 
which I had to put my annual vacation behind me and focus 

on preparing for my first attendance at the GCB’s flagship 
training course at Wallenberg in Stellenbosch, due to be held 
over four days from 9 to 12 January. Wallenberg 2019 focused 
on advanced advocacy training in expert witness handling 
for members of no less than 7 years’ seniority and on teacher 
training: the teaching of advocacy training skills to experienced 
counsel aspiring to become part of the next generation of 
advocacy trainers.

I had long wanted to attend Wallenberg as a member of the 
faculty, as much for the opportunity to be part of a high-quality 
training course in the esteemed company of the impressive 
faculty as for the prospect of engaging in the much talked about 
social side of Wallenberg, where Supreme Court judges, QCs 
and others have reputedly been known to let their hair down in 
a manner unimaginable to those of us who encounter the former 
in court! (Read the contribution by Warren Shapiro elsewhere in 
this edition, the “official” account of Wallenberg 2019.)

I was therefore delighted when, in September last year, 
Emiel van Vuuren SC invited me to attend Wallenberg, January 
2019. What seemed a good idea in September 2018 appeared 
considerably less so in early January 2019, when a return to 
chambers and the spectre of another year’s hard labour at the 
bar was fast approaching.

My regret was short lived. Wallenberg’s reputation as the 
best that the GCB has to offer is well deserved. The enormous 
generosity of my fellow faculty members, including several 
judges and senior colleagues who had travelled from the 
UK, Australia and the far East, the enthusiasm of our junior 
colleagues, eager to learn more about the specialised skills 
associated with expert evidence and to become part of the next 
generation of advocacy trainers, and the selfless service of our 
volunteer “baby juniors” who fulfil the role of witnesses and 
who film the trainees’ performances for later video reviews and 
generally contribute to the smooth running of the course, all 
made me forget my mistaken, and momentary, reluctance to give 
up part of my holiday and head for Stellenbosch.

However, it was in speaking to junior colleagues, especially 
those from our less well-resourced bars, who were clearly so 
grateful for the opportunity to improve their skills in the area 
of forensic accountant witness handling and the possibilities 
that this would hopefully open up in their practices, that I 
really gained a sense of satisfaction at being part of Wallenberg. 
Advocacy training presents the trainer with the rare opportunity 
to see how a junior colleague can quite literally transform and 
blossom over a period of days into a better trial advocate. I 
recommend the experience to all of my colleagues at the bar.

Righting the wrongs of the past is no easy task and not one 
capable of achievement overnight, but tangible progress will 
be achieved if every member of the bar makes a contribution to 
education, training, mentorship, skills transfer and the provision 
of opportunities to new entrants to the bar and dare I say, to 
leadership at the bar.

The ethos of service to the bar and to one’s colleagues, 
especially junior colleagues, was well entrenched by the time I 
joined the bar some three decades ago and had been for many 
years. Indeed, the existence of the bar as a voluntary association 
was clearly predicated on the best interests of the profession. 

The best interests of the profession are served by the 
bar attaining and maintaining the highest standards of 
professionalism and service to the administration of justice. 
These in turn require inclusive access to the bar, the transfer of 
skills and experience to new entrants, practice development 
and continuing education in an ever more complex legal 
environment where specialisation is far more prevalent. Service 
to the bench is another important contribution that the bar has 
always made and must continue to make.

Members of the bar ought to be aware of the GCB’s role 
in maintaining and advancing these essential goals of our 
profession, but perhaps it is worth reminding ourselves of some 
of these contributions. 

The National Bar Examination Board (NBEB) is the 
cornerstone of our system of pupillage training and assessment. 
Entrants to the bar and especially those from less privileged 
backgrounds, make significant sacrifices to attend our year-long 
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pupillage programme, most of it (under the previous regime) 
without prospects of remuneration until the last few months 
of pupillage. They have done so because our pupillage training 
and assessment ensure a minimum standard of competency that 
has proved to be acceptable to briefing attorneys and that opens 
the door to membership of a well-organised bar practising from 
chambers in the company of supportive senior colleagues.

The NBEB’s invaluable role in our credible system of 
pupillage training and assessment is largely attributable to 
the fact that the members of the NBEB include a substantial 
number of dedicated and long-serving judges and senior 
members of the bar and that the GCB has, by and large, 
respected the independence of the NBEB. The NBEB cannot 
function without the examiners who set and mark examination 
scripts and the oral examiners who travel to the various 
examination centres to assess pupils and frequently to provide 
the possibility of a pass to those who did not fare too well in 
the written examinations. 

On Saturday, 2 March 2019 the NBEB held a symposium 
at OR Tambo International Airport to deal with the changing 
landscape brought about by the statutory role of the Legal 
Practice Council (LPC) in the training and assessment of entrants 
to the advocates’ profession. For pupillage in 2019 the GCB and 
its constituent bars and the NBEB have been jointly accredited 
by the LPC to conduct the training and assessment of pupils. 
Precisely how the LPC will approach this issue in 2020 and 
beyond is a matter on which the GCB will engage with the LPC, 
but one thing ought to be certain: the GCB must maintain the 
high standard of training and assessment of pupils eligible to join 
the GCB’s constituent bars. Anything less would be a retrograde 
step, not least in our efforts to transform the bar and serve as a 
training ground for a diverse, skilled and independent bench.

The GCB’s national co-ordinators of pupillage (Jannie van 
der Merwe SC) and advocacy training (Anna Annandale SC) and 
those who assist them play an equally pivotal role in the training 
and assessment of our pupils. They cannot achieve this alone. 
At every bar, members are needed who are willing to mentor 
pupils, to present lectures, engage in advocacy training, mark 
assignments and to set and mark mock examinations.

The GCB is also involved in coordinating the bars’ reviews 
of applications to the Judicial Service Commission for judicial 
appointments. This too is an invaluable service, but requires of 
members to volunteer to read the applications and judgments 
handed down by aspirant appointees to the bench or to the 
courts of appeal and to compile reviews of a consistent and high 
standard.

I would like to say that the ethos of service to the bar is as 
strong as ever. I have no means of measuring whether this is the 
case. What I can and do say is that there are many members who 
are extremely dedicated and whose contributions are evident in 
several different areas of service to the bar. 

But there are also many members who, to put it bluntly, 
make no contribution at all.  The purpose of this particular 
Chairman’s contribution to Advocate is to call upon every 
member of the bar to contribute in at least one area of service 
to the bar. This includes serving on your local bar council or on 
one of its sub-committees, taking a pupil, becoming an advocacy 
trainer, assisting in the contributions to the JSC or contributing to 
the next edition of Advocate.

We are all privileged to belong to a profession that 
is respected, interesting, challenging and generally well 
remunerated. Privilege implies the obligation to pay back in 
at least some small way. You may be surprised how rewarding 
service to the bar can be. A


