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Good morning everyone, 
It is my great pleasure to be with you today to address the opening of the Seeis Periodical Court. I thank the members of the judiciary, the Ministry of Justice, Namibian Police Force, and the community for their work in making this moment possible today. 
One of the most serious issues we are facing in Namibia today is access to justice. Across the country, many of our fellow citizens do not have access to the legal services to which they are constitutionally entitled. 
The cornerstone of my role as Minister is to implement the strategic objectives of the Ministry of Justice, which call for quality and timely access to justice, and the promotion of the integrity of the justice system as a whole.
The opening of this Periodical Court in Seeis today is an important part of fulfilling these objectives. Namibians continue to face many barriers to accessing justice; and the expansion of the court system to reach more communities and more people contributes to the reduction of those barriers. 
Amongst the most significant challenges facing the court system in this country is a lack of available court space, which leads to judicial backlog. Currently, the waiting period at Magistrates Courts can range from a few months to several years. Across this entire country, we currently have 90 Magistrates employed, with 104 positions currently funded and 14 vacancies.  Those 90 Magistrates preside over 37 district courts, 37 periodical courts, 9 regional courts and 21 circuit regional courts. 
While some magistrates preside over multiple courts, the practical reality today is a court system worked to the brink. As of April 2022, the Magistrate Court system currently has a backlog of 20 621 cases, of which 12 877 have been in backlog for over a year, and sometimes much longer. A years-long delay for one’s day in court does not exemplify an accessible justice system; as President Hage Geingob said in his address opening the 2022 Legal Year this February “justice delayed is justice denied.”  Today I’d like to echo the President’s call for the speedier finalisation of cases.
The opening of this new court in Seeis is an expansion of the capacity of the judicial system, and a meaningful step towards a more accessible justice system for this community. Having a court in this community will significantly reduce the burden of having one’s day in court. Residents of this community will no longer have to travel to Windhoek in order to defend themselves in a court of law, or to testify as a witness at trial. 
For too long, our system of justice has been overly concentrated and centralised in Windhoek, and the lack of a presence on the ground in communities across the country has led to an inequality in access to the judicial system. In her 2021 inaugural address, Chief Justice of Kenya, discussed the burden of an inaccessible court system. She said: 
[bookmark: _GoBack]“We should always be conscious of the plight of the parties who come to court. Let us seek to understand what it takes for a party to appear in our courts be they litigants, witnesses or advocates. We know too well that for some parties to find their way in our courts, they may have made far reaching sacrifices. Maybe to be able to come to court they have sold their only possession, it may be their only livestock, a goat or a cow to file a case, to find bus fare and attend court. We should always be aware of their vulnerabilities and frustrations; be they big commercial conglomerates, small kiosk owners, peasant farmers or victims of crimes. They all bear the burden of anxieties that are attendant to long periods of waiting for justice.”
Many citizens in rural areas of Namibia face similar burdens in accessing justice today. This new court permits residents of Seeis and the surrounding area to access justice in their home communities, without having to travel all the way to the Magistrates Court in Windhoek, reducing the burden of accessing justice both in terms of costs and time. 
This location in particular was chosen based on input from the Namibian Police Force; its creation is also an important example of the harmonious cooperation between the executive and judicial branches of government for which this government strives. I thank all stakeholders for their participation in the process.
It is both my hope and belief that the opening of this facility today will meaningfully improve the delivery of judicial services to members of this community and reduce barriers to accessing justice. But of course, it is not the building itself that provides access to justice. Indeed, our justice system is only as good as those who operate within it, and the participation of magistrates, prosecutors, legal aid, support staff, police, and citizens will be required to ensure that this court fulfils its mission. I appreciate the work done so far, and look forward to working with the judiciary and all stakeholders to ensure that this court is successful. 
The opening of this court today represents the first permanent judicial presence in Seeis, but it is only a start. The opening of this court is indicative of the government’s continued commitment to ensuring justice is accessible to all Namibians, and reducing barriers to accessing the judicial system in communities across the country. Moreover, it is in fulfilment of the government’s duty under article 78(3) of the Constitution to “accord such assistance as the Courts may require to protect their independence, dignity and effectiveness.” This is a duty the government takes very seriously.
Overall, we remain committed to expanding the reach of the court system to ensure that Namibians across the country feel more confident accessing justice and ensuring their rights are respected in the future than they do today. It is thus with great pleasure that I stand before you today, proud of the work done so far that has led to the establishment of this court, and in the understanding that much more remains to be done before we can truly say that our justice system is accessible to all. 
Thank you. 
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