The changing face of justice: Makom Majong Makom, Court President of Thiik section, Ngapagok Court Centre

“We open our court at about 8 o’clock in the morning and we close at around 4 o’clock in the afternoon. We are open every day except for Saturday and Sunday.

“Some of the cases are about lost cows. This kind can take a few hours because you have to listen to all the witnesses. If there are easy cases then I can get through maybe four or five a day.

“The most problematic, common kind of court case is to do with cattle raiding. If there is a raid, some people will need to be compensated for an injury and some for the killing of someone in their family. Some people go to prison for three years for killing but mostly it is only for one year or for a fine of cows.

“Things are changing and people are not taking this short jail time seriously. We need to change our laws, our Wanh Alel code, to fit in with the modern times and punish people harder so they do not commit crimes. My father gave me the papers of Wanh Alel and I have been practicing them always. They were made in the colonial time, by the chiefs of this area.

“You have to pay compensation for a wound also. We use the notes from the doctor for this, the more days of treatment, the more the compensation. Ten days treatment is one heifer and for a month’s treatment the offender will pay three cows.

“If it is a group of youth who launch an attack, I will find out who the ring leader by talking to the goal leaders – the sub chiefs – at the bottom level of administration. He sleeps in the same cattle camp as the youth group, so he knows. He always cooperates with me because we work together and he is my subordinate.

“We would like a prison far away so the culprit can be kept and not run away and meddle with people again. The colonials brought the system of the prison.

“In the past we did not have any government but only spiritual leaders. If you did something wrong the Spearmaster would tell you not to repeat it or else he would curse you and you could even die. There were no fines during this time. The spear master could work freely because he was a man of god and this was before the people worshipped the government as the new system.

“My father is still alive today and he is a Spearmaster. People go to him when they are sick and he pours water on them and cures them. His father and his grandfather were all Spearmasters, they inherited this thing, one from the other.

“I have also inherited this, even though now I am a court chief and not a Spearmaster. The spirit power is great. We still believe in it. My grandfather was sold as a slave. He went all the way to Europe for many, many years but managed to get back here to his home because his spirit was so strong.

“The late John Garang he called us to the first SPLM convention in Chukudum we faced a lot of problems on the way. We were ambushed by a militia, but I survived. On the way back a lion jumped at me and tore my throat. But I survived and managed to shoot him.

“It is true that the South Sudan Judiciary have taken our powers. But they cannot cope with the cases, with our traditional law systems. They messed up.

“The judges were trained in the Shariah law. But the community did not like their system and sent them away. For example, instead of trying to make reconciliation between married couples, they will just give them a divorce. That was not popular.

“Now they want to bring back another judge. If the judge brings stricter laws then I don’t really have a problem, we need this. But the family cases, these should go to my court to be dealt with in the traditional manner. The big offenses he can deal with but the smaller ones should be for my court.”
