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PEOPLE tend to hate computer 
passwords, that often nonsensical 
jumble of  letters, numbers and spe-
cial keystrokes said to be essential 
for digital security. The secret codes 
seem impossible to remember. It’s 
why every login page has a “For-
got password?” life preserver. The 
struggle even has a name: password 
rage.

Now, a new standard is emerging 
for passwords, backed by a growing 
number of  businesses and govern-
ment agencies – to the relief  of  com-
puter users everywhere. No longer 
must passwords be changed so 
often, or include an incomprehen-
sible string of  special characters. 

The new direction is one that 
champions less complexity in fa-
vour of  length.

Passwords that once looked like 
this: “W@5hPo5t!,” can now be 
this: “mycatlikesreadinggarfield-
inthewashingtonpost.”

Requiring longer passwords, or 
“passphrases”, usually 16 to 64 char-
acters long, is increasingly seen as 
a potential escape route from our 
painful push towards logins that 
only a cryptographer could love.

A series of  studies from Car-
negie Mellon University confirms 
that passphrases are just as good 
at online security because hack-
ing programmes are thrown off  by 
length nearly as easily as random-
ness. To a computer, poetry or sim-
ple sentences can be just as hard to 
crack. Even better: people are less 
likely to forget them.

The National Institute for Stan-
dards and Technology issued draft 
recommendations that called for a 
password overhaul – encouraging 
longer passwords and ending the 
practice of  forcing new ones every 
60 or 90 days.

“Passphrases are much harder 
to crack and break, and much easi-
er to remember,” said Paul Grassi, a 
senior adviser at the institute.

Unusable

Passwords today were “com-
pletely unusable”, Grassi said. 
“Users forget, which creates all 
sorts of  cybersecurity problems, 
like writing it down or reusing 
them.”

The demand for simpler pass-
words has grown along with the 
share of  time spent online, where 
hard-to-recall codes restrict access 
not only to work and school e-mail, 
but shopping, playing games, man-
aging health claims and finding re-
cipes. The average person has 19 to 
25 different online passwords, polls 
have shown.

But the change to simpler pass-
word protocols remains slow. When 
Lorrie Cranor joined the Federal 
Trade Commission as chief  technol-
ogist in January, she was stunned to 
learn that six of  her government 
passwords came with automatic ex-
pirations. A couple of  months later, 
she had whittled that list down to 
four.

Cranor said the institute’s draft 
rules sent a signal to agencies and 
companies that the revamped pass-
word guidelines had official bless-
ing. The government’s move was 
applauded by privacy advocates 
such as the American Civil Liber-
ties Union.

Joe Hall, chief  technologist at 
think tank Center for Democracy 
and Technology, has noticed easier 
password rules among the 800 differ-
ent logins he uses.

“I tell people to think of  a 
sentence that is shocking and 
unpredictable, even nonsensical,” 
he said. One example: “The spher-
ical brown fox jumped into the Rus-
sian Bundestag.” A friend of  his 
likes to use pet peeves as his pass-
words, such as the malapropism “all 
intensive purposes”.

Of  course, most experts say pass-
words of  any kind are outdated. 
Many have been pushing two-factor 
verification, whereby users have 
to prove their identity by entering 
a code sent to an e-mail address or 
cellphone number.

In the meantime, experts caution 
against using popular song lyrics or 
poetry lines in passphrases. So no 
Beyoncé or Wallace Stevens. Hack-
ers can download libraries of  infor-
mation to try common phrases. 

Still, the studies showed that 
even with passphrases throwing in 
a little complexity – a number, a spe-
cial character – could only help.

“There is no magic bullet,” said 
Rich Shay of  MIT. “There is no per-
fect password.” – The Washington 
Post

Long 
and  
short  
of new 
online 
security

A FORTNIGHT ago, a Durban news-
paper headline screamed: “Indians 
benefited from apartheid – econo-
mists”. Predictably, that riled a good 
many folk and soaked up miles of  
column inches.  

More than once in recent months 
the subject of  race has come into 
sharp focus. Much of  that had to 
do with a highly polarised election 
campaign where race kept bobbing 
its ugly head.  

It’s no good second guessing 
politicians who tailor messages to 
suit particular moments in time. 
Whether the Freedom Charter tout-
ing ANC or the fast-talking Mmusi 
Maimane of  the DA, each did a jig 
with the racial bogeyman.  

The commentary around the 
election also slipped into an uncom-
fortable narrative about minority 
dynamics, the Indian vote, the col-
oured vote and such distractions. 
It even ventured into dangerous 
ethnic pontification about why the 
Xhosa heartland of  the Eastern 
Cape would now slip into the hands 
of  a “white” party. Even when the 
dust around the election appeared 
to have settled, the tender courtship 
between the EFF and the DA also 
threw up some choice racial epi-
thets. 

We seem to have put a lot of  dis-
tance from the merry “Khumbaya” 
atmosphere of  President Nelson 
Mandela’s 1994 inauguration where 
the Surialanga Dance Company 
headlined with a heady fusion of  
Zulu and Indian traditional dances. 
We all appeared to be genuinely get-
ting along well with each other.  

The name of  the dance company 
generated much interest. Suria and 
ilanga both meaning sun in Tamil 

and Zulu respectively.  
These were symbolic gestures 

but were not sucked out of  Madiba’s 
thumb. More than most, he had a 
keen appreciation that there was 
more to be gained from co-operation 
as opposed to conflict.  

As I studied the wildfire around 
the economists’ analyses, the ques-
tion of  the road we have travelled 
to South African nationhood was 
worth dredging up. The rainbow na-
tion was a delightful turn of  phrase 
conjured by the affable Archbishop 
Emeritus Desmond Tutu, but its 
origins actually centre around 
Madiba’s robust interactions with 
his “Smartie-box” of  comrades 
from some time in the late 1940s. 

Portrait

Madiba’s own reflections in Long 

Walk to Freedom are well known. 
Looking up other sources of  his en-
gagements during this period paint 
a fuller portrait of  the birth of  what 
the popular lexicon has called the 
“new South Africa”. One such piece 
is the autobiography of  his close 
confidant, Ismail Meer, penned as A 

Fortunate Man.  
Meer writes: “The ANC was not 

ready to work with other groups in 
1947. Among those who had serious 
misgivings on the matter was Nel-
son Mandela.” He goes on to say: “I 
tried to convince him that nothing 
but good could come out of  our or-

ganisational unity, that in order to 
defeat the Nationalists, we had to 
unite against them.”  

The theme of  working for unity 
dominate both Meer’s and Man-
dela’s words and deeds both in the 
tense period leading up to and after 
the National Party victory in the 
apartheid election of  1948. They 
initially differed in their approach-
es to conquering racism, but Meer 
makes the upbeat assessment: 
“Ultimately, our personal relation-
ship and trust overcame prejudice 
and distrust, and paved the way 
for united action.” The record of  
that friendship is one of  the key 
explanations of  Africans joining 
with coloureds, Indians and white 
democrats in the struggle to defeat 
apartheid.  

Reading the climate of  the past 
few months is deeply troubling. 
United action has been undermined 
on just about every front. Internal-
ly the ANC is a mess with factions 
pulling their separate ways. If  there 
is a unifying voice of  the Mandela 
type, it’s hidden in a whimper. The 
race dynamic is thrown about to 
make incisions in our nationhood 
as opposed to serious grappling 
with the peculiarities of  the vary-
ing degrees of  oppression experi-
enced under apartheid.  

The time for leadership is now. 
Left unchecked the tragic events of  
Inchanga of  the past few days have 
the potential for a return to the low 

intensity warfare of  the late ’80s 
and early ’90s. This time it could 
spread countrywide given the intra-
party struggles in the ANC.  

Left unchecked, the cavalier 
cherry-picking of  economic data 
could further alienate minorities 
like the Indian community from the 
mainstream.

One of  the plethora of  responses 
to the article on the Standard Bank 
report suggested that the focus 
should be on growing the economy 
and thereby baking a bigger pie for 
all to share.  

Too often in our history we have 
become distracted by sideshows 
to the point that the real issues get 
clouded in muddy waters. One view 
that I have started to ponder is that 
the EFF has advanced the great im-
perialist project of  divide and  rule 
by spurning a “natural” alliance 
with the ANC in preference for an 
unholy one with the DA. If  you’re 
tempted into the narrative that 
the ANC represents the force of  
national liberation and the DA the 
counter-force of  white monopoly 
capital then it’s a fairly worrying 
line of  argument. 

● Buccus is a senior research 

associate at ASRI, a research 

fellow in the school of  social 

sciences at UKZN and academic 

director of  a university study 

abroad programme on political 

transformation. 

A time for leadership in South Africa
Internally the ANC is a mess with  

the different factions pulling  
their different ways
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THE report “Doctors swayed on dis-
ability” in The Mercury on Tuesday 
refers.

Amazing to read about the out-
come of  a study conducted by the 
University of  Cape Town’s Centre 
for Social Research.

Having worked as a “coalface” 
doctor for the Department of  Health 
on and off  over the past 27 years, I 
am surprised to read the obvious.

Since I am predominantly a pri-
mary health-care physician, I spend 
most of  my time in outpatients’ 
departments or clinic areas. I can 
tell you that almost every second 
patient wants “a pension”, based on 
the fact that they think they are dis-
abled, sick and totally entitled to it.

The mere fact that someone is 
taking medication for diabetes or 
hypertension, albeit well controlled, 
or the simple fact that someone is 
HIV positive and on medication, or 
suffers from TB, makes our popula-
tion think that they have the right to 
a disability grant.

A long time ago disability grants 
were doctor-initiated – meaning 
that on advice of  a doctor, the pa-
tient or client should go and apply 
for a grant. Those recommenda-
tions were usually genuine. 

There is no doubt that a lot of  
people are seriously disabled and 
deserve all the support the local gov-
ernment and community can give 
them. Disability does exist and look-
ing away is wrong.

The doctor-initiated claims still 
exist these days; however, the most 
common form nowadays is that 
people exercise their right: they de-
mand a grant. 

In the past some doctors took 
bribes and enriched themselves by 
stating “serious disability” on the 
application forms.

Then there are the “yes” doctors: 
they agree to whatever the patient 
says and support them no matter 
how ridiculous their claim for dis-
ability. Then you find the “no” doc-
tors, who get into trouble because 
they usually live in or near the same 
community where the claims come 
from and receive threats left, right 
and centre. 

Disability grants have always 
been a crowd-pulling item for any 
pre-election.

I spent time time in the UK and 
obtained a Diploma in Disability 
Assessment Medicine (DDAM), 
something that doesn’t exist here. 
Perhaps a DDAM equivalent should 
be introduced in South Africa. 

Too many disabled people are 
not getting what they really deserve, 
and too many time-wasters are get-
ting a grant they should not be en-
titled to.

S GERKE
Medical Officer  

Grants 
should 
go to 
genuine 
cases

RE RHINO poaching in the Corri-
dor Reserve, Zululand. This is the 
tract of  land joining Umfolozi and 
Hluhluwe game reserves. 

It has a road through it run-
ning for 18km – a short cut joining 
Mtubatuba and Hlabisa. It is a very 
busy road and a variety of  animals 
are seen while driving through, 
including elephant, lion, buffalo, 
rhino and smaller game. There are 
no checkpoints on entering or leav-
ing the reserve.

Yesterday while driving to Vry-
heid on the Corridor Road, we came 
across a freshly poached rhino. The 
police and Ezemvelo authorities 
were on hand, but many questions 
came to mind. 

● Why does Ezemvelo Wildlife 
allow the rhino to graze so close to 
the road, and not chase them deep-
er into the reserve? Yesterday we 
counted 15 rhino easily visible from 
the road – easy targets for poachers.

● Does Ezemvelo Wildlife patrol 
this stretch? On the many occasions 
that I have driven it, I have yet to see 
an Ezemvelo vehicle or patrol?

● There are watchtowers all 
along the road, yet I have never seen 
them being used. Why?

● Why are there no checkpoints, 

stop-and-search for illegal weapons 
at the two gates on the Corridor 
Road? There are no gates at all!

● Why can’t gates be erected at 
the two points and locked at night? 
I realise this will inconvenience 
people, but they will just have to 
plan their routes better.

● Are our rhino and other wild-
life not important enough to pro-
tect?

● If  this isa game reserve, why 
are people allowed to speed along 
this road? I have never encountered 
speed law enforcement, but animals 

are regularly hit by speeding cars 
and trucks.

Something urgently needs to be 
done as it seems there is no control 
on this road.

Come on, Ezemvelo Wildlife – 
protect our wildlife. Close the Cor-
ridor Road at night, erect gates, 
start a checkpoint at the two gates, 
even start charging a toll to use this 
road – it will generate income for 
Ezemvelo Wildlife and keep out the 
people unwilling to pay it.

JON BURKE
St Lucia

SPORTS Minister Fikile Mbalula 
urges the private sector to support 
and fund athletes and other sports-
men (and sportswomen, I suppose) 
(The Mercury, August 24).

This is a deception trick, based 
on guilt, to ensure there is more 
money left in government coffers 
to fund the extravagant lifestyles of  
ministers and their lackeys.

Nations that excel in the Olym-

pics focus on developing their 
sports people through government 
initiatives and do not go around 
with the begging bowl.

Perhaps Mbalula should read 
the finance pages, because he fails 
to grasp that thanks to the incompe-
tence of  his government, many 
businesses are feeling the pinch of  
a stunted economy, and do not have 
the funds to finance what the gov-

ernment should be doing.
The new sugar tax is a way of  

forcing companies such as Coca-
Cola to hand over more money to 
the government, and I suspect the 
growing imposition of  huge fines 
on large organisations (like Arcelor 
Mittal) is a novel way of  filling the 
dwindling state coffers!

TONY BALL
Durban 

It’s the government’s job to fund sport

THERE has been a lot 
of heat over the past 
week about the gov-
ernment’s planned tax 

on sugar-sweetened beverage. 
Coca-Cola Beverages Africa 
has threatened to renege on 
an agreement on enterprise in-
vestments, despite this being 
a condition of its merger with 
two other parties. 

Meanwhile, the Beverages 
Association of SA claims that 
up to 72 000 jobs will be lost 
– although it has not released 
the research it commissioned 
to explain this.

But sugary drinks are one 
of the main causes of obesity. 
About 70% of South African 
women and 40% of men are 
overweight or obese, and we 
are getting fatter each year. 
Sugar-sweetened beverages are 
so pervasive that South Afri-
can toddlers are more likely to 
be given them than milk.

Obesity causes hyperten-
sion, diabetes, heart disease, 
strokes and cancer. And sugary 
drinks also rot our teeth. As 
most people rely on public 
health, it is the government 
that picks up the tab for 
obesity.

Economists have advised 
the Treasury that the fastest 

way to address obesity is to tax 
the main culprit. Taxes reach 
everyone, and lower income 
groups – most affected by 
obesity – are most likely to cut 
down on drinking them.

Taxation works. Mexico – 
the world’s biggest consumer 
of sodas – introduced a 10% 
tax on sugary drinks in 2014 
and consumption dropped by 
6%, while the consumption of 
healthier drinks increased.

But a tax alone isn’t going 
to solve our obesity problem. 

Our successful anti-tobacco 
measures were based both on 
taxation and making the en-
vironment difficult for smok-
ers. We need a wide range of 
other efforts, including better 
labelling of foods, public edu-
cation and interventions to 
make healthy food and drinks 
less expensive.

The tax would also be much 
more popular with citizens if 
the proceeds were ring-fenced 
for healthy initiatives – such 
as better quality school meals 
or to subsidise nutritious food 
and drink. 

The public is wary of more 
money disappearing in the 
government’s coffers, such as 
the plastic shopping bag levy 
that was introduced in 2004.

Sweet reason

TANZANIA is losing bil-
lions of shillings annu-
ally from illegal fishing 

in its territorial waters and the 
Indian Ocean, because of weak 
surveillance systems and bad 
maritime governance.

Minister for Constitutional 
Affairs and Justice Dr Harrison 
Mwakyembe said at the inaug-
uration of the Maritime Law 
Association of Tanzania that 
owing to poor management of 
marine resources, unscrupu-
lous foreign agents were easily 
getting away with illegal fish-
ing and dumping of hazardous 
waste in Tanzania’s territorial 
waters.

He noted that there were 
illicit flows of imports and 
exports through a long and 
porous coastline, toxic dump-
ing and maritime pollution 
by giant companies running 
away from stringent regula-
tory and enforcement mech-

anisms in developed jurisdic-
tions, and piracy, which hikes 
insurance costs for east-Africa 
bound cargo.

With a coastline of 1 500km 
along the Indian Ocean, and 
three inland lakes navigable 
by ships, the maritime sector 
in Tanzania holds the key to 
wealth for the east African re-
gion if it is well managed.

Initiatives of this kind to 
enhance the country’s capabil-
ity in the maritime domain are 
most welcome and deserve our 
support.

Tanzania is strategically as 
the most ideal and conven-
ient gateway for imports and 
exports of seven landlocked 
countries in the neighbour-
hood – Rwanda, Bu rundi, 
Uganda, Malawi, Zambia, Zim-
babwe and the eastern DRC.

It is therefore important 
that it is supported to be able 
to handle security challenges. 

High expectations

The mind is everything. What you think  
you become. – Spiritual leader Gautama 

Buddha, 563BC-483BC

Thought for the day

Second take 
From the Daily News (Tanzania)

RICHARD Morey was 
the finest English 
teacher a boy could 
want. 

When he exposed 
me to Walking Away 
by Cecil Day Lewis 
(Northlands Boys’ 
High School, form 3) neither of  us 
could have known how much the 
poem would shape my thinking, 
become a platform for parenting. 

“I have had worse partings,” 
writes Lewis, on watching his son 
cross the rugby field towards his 
boarding school education, “but 
none that so gnaws at my mind 
still,” and goes on: “how selfhood 
begins with walking away, and 
love is proved in the letting go”.

This sentiment steered me at 
each crucial departure in my sons’ 
lives. The lines reverberated when 
I released them to kindergarten 
teachers, watched them leave on 
youth retreats, saw them walk 

away through an air-
port terminal to fly on 
adventures without 
me. 

Today my first-
born son begins 
classes at one of  our 
region’s finest private 

universities. He does so on schol-
arships he’s earned, with integrity 
he’s protected, and with clarity 
he’s garnered through the per-
sistent guidance of  the men and 
women who have loved and taught 
him through every year leading to 
today.

He is no “hesitant figure, eddy-
ing away” – he’s a portrait of  cour-
age, joy, and determination. 

Thank you, Mr Morey. I am 
forever indebted to you for your 
kindness.

● Smith is a family therapist in 
the US. He can be e-mailed at  
FamilyTherapist@iCloud.com.

Rod  
Smith
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Uncontrolled corridor road aids poachers


