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LIFE AFTER THE LAST STRAW:
CRITICAL CHALLENGES 
FOR SOUTH AFRICAN LOCAL
GOVERNMENT

local government elections are due for the 1st of March 2006. Yet, 
never in its short span of existence has the new South African local 
government system been under such pressure to redeem itself in the eyes

of those who are governed by it. In recent months the legitimacy of 
local authorities has been challenged openly by residents whose patience
has worn thin with substandard services and squalid living conditions. 

The backlogs are formidable. Sources from the Department of Provincial 
and Local Government, quoted elsewhere, suggest that out of a total of 284
municipalities, 203 cannot provide sanitation, 182 cannot provide refuse
removal, 155 cannot provide water, and 122 cannot provide electricity to 
at least 60% of their inhabitants. While government’s Ten Year Review may
contain evidence of the significant headway that has been made in the battle
against underdevelopment in previously disadvantaged communities, the

message that it appears to be getting from the ground level is that it has not been fast enough.
Young institutions battle for their legitimacy during periods of transition. When one paradigm

replaces another, mistakes are invariably made in the implementation of a new system or 
dispensation. Good designs do not automatically translate into exemplary practice and break-
downs do occur in the search for the perfect fit between strategy and context. So it has also been
with the implementation of South Africa’s new local government dispensation since 2000.

The developmental deficits that it had to address were enormous and the revenue bases from
which to finance it meagre. Unforeseen consequences led to adjustments which inevitably slowed
down delivery and tested capacity. Essentially, these changes were made to strengthen the 
system to deliver on its promise of developmental local government. However, the spectre of 
corruption, mismanagement, and what appears to be an erosion of public service ethics, has
been casting a shadow over this sphere of government. This has led some to ask whether we are
witnessing the consolidation of local government or, perhaps, its meltdown. 

This edition of the SA Reconciliation Barometer Newsletter presents findings of the latest round
of the SA Reconciliation Barometer Survey, which underlines just how prevalent scepticism 
about local authorities has become. The fact that less than half of South Africans trust local 
government to deliver on its mandate, confirms casual observation on the current lack of confi-
dence in its capabilities. Other contributions pay more detailed attention to the constitutional
imperative for developmental local government, the challenges that it faces, and the measures
to rectify its deficits. Collectively, the message that they convey centres on the need for 
bringing government (once again) closer to the people.

Jan Hofmeyr is a Senior Researcher and Coordinator of the 
SA Reconciliation Barometer at the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation.
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t
he word ‘challenge’ occurs frequently in describing the tasks of
local government. Even if all local governments were exemplary
in planning, efficiency and implementation, the ‘C-word’ would
still have a place. Because what local government has to do is
difficult – for anyone – given the context of poverty and limited
resources. When one examines the depth and breadth of poverty
in South Africa and the backlogs in basic municipal service 

provision, the surprising feature is that open conflict is not more wide-
spread. The Presidency’s Towards a Ten Year Review and other records can
point to remarkable progress in the first decade of democracy, although
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Local government has been identified as 
the locus for service delivery to address
development backlogs in South Africa. 
Its capacity to do so, as MARTIN NICOL 
and ZENOBIA AFRICA from Organisation
Development Africa (ODA) point out, 
is, however, under severe pressure.
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it cannot negate the reality that the distance still to be travelled 
is huge.

The bare statistics which show improvements in water, sanitation,
refuse, electricity and housing do not deal with issues of quality and
reliability, frequently the triggers for dissatisfaction. But these are 
not the only obstacles. In addition to poverty and resource limits, local 
government has undergone a complete structural transformation 
since 1994. 

The past five years, in particular, have seen a total, and often wrench-
ing, readjustment of institutional forms, as a whole set of new laws
and regulations governing municipalities has been implemented. Highly
prescriptive regulations on finance, procurement, property rates and
internal governance were introduced that would threaten the stability
of any corporation, let alone uncertain and vulnerable municipalities. 
In addition, municipalities have to honour all the normal business
requirements on employment equity, labour standards, skills and
education and black economic empowerment. 

The legislative landscape of local government has changed in important
ways every year. The new suite of legislation requires municipalities to
develop innovative approaches to dealing with issues. Together with
the new and very complex legal structure have come added responsi-
bilities imposed by the Constitution and the Municipal Demarcation
Board. Municipalities now cover every inch of South Africa. Some wards
are huge areas. For the first time, municipalities have been charged
with a specific developmental role, making local government the zone
of delivery not only for basic services, but also for economic develop-
ment and democratic participation. The rationalisation of municipal
boundaries also led to mergers between municipal administrations
with very different resources and traditions. The new book of best
practice is being rewritten every day. 

Burdened with resource constraints and laden with legislative safe-
guards, directive regulations and huge expectations, municipalities live
on after the last straw has been placed. Some find ways to continue
operating beyond the theoretical breaking point. They shape their
capacity to meet the larger part of their responsibilities, but their 
continued success is tested every day. 

People participate in Integrated Development Plan (IDP) forums
where they articulate their needs – and become frustrated when 
delivery is not evident in their area. Municipalities have to explain to
people why change has not been as swift as has been promised. The
task of managing the interface is left to councillors and to the ward
committees. This has proved to be an important area of weakness
across the country.

Councils are usually led by an executive mayor and a mayoral 
committee (Mayco) of senior councillors. The Mayco members are
full-time, paid officials, who in most instances have access to skills-
training courses and attend conferences. They go on visits to other
municipalities, locally and overseas, and have many opportunities to
broaden their exposure to issues of municipal government. The remaining
councillors, the great majority, are not given the same opportunities.
They are part-time councillors, are not generously paid, and their work
and responsibilities differ from that of Mayco members. 
As a result, they often do not have access to sufficient
information to report back to the constituencies. It is,

therefore, not surprising that the feedback loop between councillors
and the community often breaks down. 

Not only do many councillors lack proper information, they also lack
basic resources. Few have offices from which to operate, requiring them
to use private means of communication when dealing with constituents.
Moreover, while district councillors often receive travel allowances,
the same cannot be said for many local councillors. Many demands
are, therefore, placed on councillors, but they are not sufficiently
resourced to take up their responsibilities effectively and to play the
role specified by the legislation.

The difference in exposure and assistance to councillors has, in some
instances, led to confusion about the principle of the separation of 
powers between local councillors and officials. Political interference by
councillors in the work of the municipal administration has, therefore,
become a complex and vexed issue. In some instances, councillors will
act on calls that relate to issues falling within the exclusive mandate 
of municipal departments. This division of jurisdiction is often not well
understood by communities and unfortunately, as it happens, not by
councillors either. 

In practice, officials respond to the instructions of their superiors
within the municipal hierarchy or to the formal resolutions of council.
At best, councillors have a guiding role. In a number of peer reviews
officials have complained that councillors would phone them to 
intervene in accepted administrative procedures. 

This has become a major source of conflict within municipalities and
one that is likely to become worse as the municipal elections approach.
Councillors frequently do not understand the extent to which they 
can intervene and what the correct channels are. The integrity of the
interface between the politicians and the administration is constantly
being tested. 

Municipalities have to manage this internal conflict in addition to 
the pressures of external conflict. Many people do not have a clear
understanding of their roles and responsibilities. The system is new.
Understandings are still being created. But the weak support available
for councillors and ward committees means that they are being left

behind. They cannot play the roles marked
out for them by law – so people are

looking elsewhere for ways of making
their views known.

Institute for Justice and Reconciliation

ijr



PAGE 5Institute for Justice and Reconciliation

d
evelopmental local government represents a dynamic
approach in the cooperation between local councils and
communities. Essentially, it seeks to find sustainable ways
to meet community needs and improve the quality of life 
for the community’s citizens. It therefore calls for a new
paradigm of building effective partnerships between local

government and local communities that would eradicate inequalities 
of the past, while, at the same time, providing a durable basis for 
development. The demands on developmental local government are,
however, huge. The institutionalisation of integrated planning proced-
ures that gives appropriate weight to social, economic, environmental
and infrastructural issues demands technical expertise and prolonged
periods of consultation with communities. 

Although operating in a demanding environment that is characterised
by substantial backlogs and limited resources to address them, the post-
2000 local government dispensation can be credited with a number of
accomplishments. The first has been its success in bringing together
geographical areas that were previously functionally linked but artifi-
cially separated as a result of apartheid legislation. Another significant
achievement has been the formulation, adoption, and implementation
of municipal Integrated Development Plans (IDPs). These key strategic
documents serve as the developmental blueprint outlining an elected
council’s vision for the needs, priorities, goals, and means to develop
the municipality in an integrated manner during its five-year term.
Though most municipalities still face a broad range of challenges in
implementing, especially, the poverty-alleviation projects on their IDPs,
it is widely accepted that the IDP processes generated more public
participation in municipal planning than ever before in South African
local government history.

In certain key areas, however, developmental local government still
needs to make its mark. Although South Africa has made significant
progress towards the achievement of a number of social development
goals in the first eleven years of democracy (particularly with respect
to broadening access to public goods and services, such as adequate
housing, sanitation and electricity), its inability to make a meaningful
dent in its poverty levels remains a cause for concern. According to one
report by Statistics South Africa, South Africans, on average, became
poorer between 1995 and 2000. Other statistics also flesh out the
extent of South Africa’s poverty and underdevelopment crisis. For
example, the United Nations Development Programme’s 2005 Human
Development Report states that South Africa’s Human Development

Index ranking of 0.658 places it at number 120 out
of the 177 listed countries. This represents a drop
of 35 places from South Africa’s position on the 1990
list. Also, the national Department of Provincial 
and Local Government recently stated that over 
half the country’s population can be classified as
indigent, in terms of the qualification criteria set 
by the department to receive free basic services 
allocations. 

One of the critical constraints affecting public
service delivery and poverty alleviation in South
Africa has been the capacity deficits of municipali-
ties, which despite their numerous structural and

institutional challenges, have been tasked to become focal points in 
the government’s quest to speed up its programme of social delivery.
Recent media reports have raised serious concerns about these issues
of technical and financial management capacity, as well as inadequate
or absent prudential corporate governance practices amongst muni-
cipalities. Government is deeply aware of these challenges and 136 
of the country’s 284 municipalities have, therefore, been included in
‘Project Consolidate’, a national programme intended to support muni-
cipalities where the most acute skills and capacity shortfalls exist.

Another debilitating factor that is having an adverse effect on the
quality and also, ultimately, the reputation of developmental local 
government, is the increasing number of reports on mismanagement,
corruption and unethical practices that have been reported within 
this sphere of government. Concern has, for example, been expressed
recently at the excessive remuneration of senior officials within muni-
cipalities, often within the context of poor service delivery performance
by such municipalities. 

These factors have all contributed to a growing sense of discontent
and impatience amongst citizens. This has been demonstrated quite
clearly by the recent spate of popular uprisings directed at the perceived
underperformance of municipalities. These protests, resulting in scenes
reminiscent of the 1980s, defiance campaigns, emphasise two important
issues: communities consider local government as the delivery arm 
of government in South Africa, and secondly, poor communities feel
frustrated and betrayed because their active participation in legislated
spaces for participation, such as municipal elections, ward committees
and IDP forums, did not result in the promised ‘development’. 

Slow and non-delivery on the part of local government thus under-
mines the legitimacy of developmental local government in South Africa.
Already, citizens are actively engaging in unstructured modes of 
participation, such as violent protests, to raise their voices on poverty
and poor service delivery. Not only do these types of ongoing confront-
ational relationships between communities and municipalities not align
with the notion of developmental local government, they also have the
potential to make the value of structured participation, in the form of
municipal elections, ward committees and IDP forums, redundant. 
Only the implementation of a coherent and responsive developmental
local government system, which deals efficiently and in a sustainable
manner with contextual challenges such as racial divides, inequality,
and geographic segregation, will strengthen faith in the system of
participatory democracy. 

‘Developmental local government’ has become a central principle 
in this country’s approach to governance in the local sphere. 
ISMAIL DAVIDS, programme manager at the Foundation for
Contemporary Research, sheds light on this concept and the 
challenges to its implementation.

MAKING DEVELOPMENTAL
LOCAL GOVERNMENT WORK
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TRADITIONAL AUTHORITIES AND
POST-1994 LOCAL GOVERNMENT:

A FRAGILE 
BALANCING ACT
The balance required to integrate traditional
authorities into post-apartheid municipalities
remains delicately poised. LUNGISILE NTSEBEZA,
associate professor in sociology at the University of
Cape Town, takes stock of their position within the
current local government dispensation.
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t
he extension of democracy to the rural areas of the former
Bantustans remains a major challenge for the South African 
government. Whether it has succeeded in this regard over the
past eleven years is open to question. It is worth recalling that
these structures had enormous powers concentrated in them,

including local government and land administration powers. With
regard to local government, this meant that municipalities did not 
exist in the rural areas of the former Bantustans. Moreover, Tribal
Authorities were undemocratic and unaccountable institutions, given
that they were dominated by hereditary chiefs and their appointees.

The Constitution and the 1998 White Paper on Local Government
define post-1994 local government as ‘developmental’. This requires
municipalities to coordinate all development activities within their areas
of jurisdiction. Developmental local government thus seeks not only to
democratise local government, by introducing the notion of elected
representatives even in rural areas, but also to transform local 
governance, with a new focus on improving the standard of living and
quality of life of previously disadvantaged sectors of the community. In
addition, developmental local government requires that citizens should
actively participate in development initiatives in their area.

Although the Constitution enshrines liberal democratic principles, based
on representative government, the same Constitution also recognises
the hereditary institution of traditional leadership, something which
poses a serious question about the compatibility of the two institutions:
one based on elected leadership while the other on birthright. To 
complicate matters, the precise roles, duties and functions of traditional
authorities in local government was never clarified.

Not surprisingly, the moves in terms of government’s stated intention
towards the democratising of rural local governance drew fierce criticism
and resistance even from the ANC-aligned Congress of Traditional
Leaders of South Africa (CONTRALESA).  Government policies and laws
after 1994 appear to have closed the ideological gap that existed
between members of CONTRALESA and those traditional authorities
who are sympathetic to the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP). In the run-up
to South Africa’s first democratic local government elections in
1995/1996, the IFP and CONTRALESA began to cooperate. Traditional
authorities in both CONTRALESA and the IFP took the ANC-led govern-
ment to the Constitutional Court, challenging it over the establishment
of municipalities throughout the country, including rural areas previously
under traditional jurisdiction. The president of CONTRALESA, Chief
Patekile Holomisa, an ANC Member of Parliament, took an increasingly
defiant stand towards the ANC and called for a boycott of the first 
democratic local government elections.

While the initial collaboration centred upon local government, it is
quite clear that the main issue that brings traditional authorities
together is their opposition to the notion of introducing new democratic
structures. Not only are they opposed to the idea of separation of 
powers, they are also opposed to any attempt to introduce alternative
structures that would compete with them. For example, in the case of
local government, traditional authorities rejected the introduction 
of municipalities in ‘their’ areas. They argued that they should play a 
central role in rural development, and by implication, they rejected 
the democratic principles upon which post-1994 developmental local 
government is based.

It appears as if the ANC-led government had hoped for co-existence

between democratically elected leaders and traditional authorities. 
In a set of ANC Guidelines, drafted in 1992, the party defined the 
function of traditional authorities as that of unifying ‘our people’ and 
to perform ‘ceremonial and other functions allocated to them by law’.
These guidelines clearly curbed the powers of ‘chiefs’ by subjecting
them to the provisions of the Constitution and other laws.  They further
limited the participation of traditional authorities to an advisory capacity,
consulting Parliament on issues relevant to customary law and other
issues relating to the powers and functions of chiefs.

The implications for traditional authorities were that they would 
lose the substantial powers they enjoyed under the apartheid regime.
Understandably, they were not keen to accept this state of affairs.

Government apparently succumbed to subsequent pressures exerted
by traditional authorities. This was particularly noticeable in the post-
poned announcement of an election date in the run up to the December
2000 elections, after traditional authorities threatened to boycott the 
elections if their demand to be the only structure at local government
level was not met. After a series of meetings between the government
and traditional authorities, the government made some concessions.
The one significant concession was the amendment of the Municipal
Structures Act, which was successfully rushed through Parliament 
just before these elections. The amendment increased the representation
of traditional authorities from 10% to 20% of the total number of coun-
cillors. Furthermore, another amendment stipulated that traditional
authorities would not only be represented at a local government level,
but also at a district and – in the case of KwaZulu-Natal – metropolitan
level. They, however, did not receive the right to vote in these structures.

This concession seemed to have encouraged traditional authorities 
to ask for more. They rejected the 20% increase and demanded a 
constitutional amendment plus legislation to the effect that municipal-
ities in tribal areas would be scrapped in favour of local government
structures resembling apartheid-era Tribal Authorities.

The issue of the role of traditional authorities in South Africa’s
democracy took a significant turn in 2003. After much hesitation, the
South African Parliament passed two pieces of legislation in that year
affording some degree of clarity on the position of traditional authorities.
These laws made concessions to traditional authorities, effectively
resuscitating the powers they enjoyed under the notorious Bantu
Authorities Act of 1951. The Traditional Leadership and Governance
Framework Act established what it referred to as Traditional Councils,
which were to be dominated by unelected leadership, forming 60% 
of its membership. Another piece of legislation, the Communal Land
Rights Act, recognised these Traditional Councils as having the authority
to administer and allocate land in rural areas.

After 11 years of democracy, it therefore appears as if government
has handed land administration powers to traditional authorities to
exercise their authority along very similar lines as they did under
apartheid. It is, however, worth knowing that thus far government has
avoided amendments of the Constitution that would make traditional
authorities the only governance structure in traditional rural areas.
This means that within the rural local governance dispensation residents
enjoy the same citizenship rights that are afforded to their urban 
counterparts. Yet, as far as land allocation is concerned, rural people
remain subjected to the decisions taken by traditional councils, dominated
by unelected traditional authorities and their appointees. ijr
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t
he Constitution of the Republic of South Africa mandates local
government to ensure the provision of services to communities
in a sustainable manner and to encourage the involvement of
communities and community organisations in the matters of
local government. The latter does not only entail public consul-
tation on local matters, but also provides for active service

delivery by community-based organisations (CBOs) to the communities
in which they reside.   

In line with the constitutional mandate, the 1998 White Paper on 
Local Government establishes the basis for a new developmental local 
government system, one which is committed to working with citizens,
groups and communities in meeting the social, economic and material
needs of communities in a holistic way. Against this backdrop, the 
White Paper on Local Government embodies a new approach to municipal 
service delivery and recommends that municipalities look at innovative
ways of providing and accelerating the delivery of municipal services.

To that end, engaging CBOs in the delivery of municipal services is
one option that municipalities have when making the choice of how
municipal services can best be delivered. Already there are a number
of instances where municipalities have engaged CBOs to provide basic
municipal services, such as environmental management and refuse
removal. To date, however, outsourcing of municipal services, to CBOs
has been very limited, which raises a number of questions:  

Is it a viable and worthwhile service delivery vehicle to help address the
municipal service backlog in South Africa? What are the benefits? What
are the limitations and risks? Can CBOs be effective service providers?

CBOs can be said to have the following characteristics:  
� They promote the interests of and/or provide a service to a 

particular community in a locality;
� They work with a community mandate, or represent the overall 

interests within a community;
� Staff are generally people who live in the community and were 

elected or appointed by that community.
Municipal Community Partnerships (MCPs) are arrangements between
municipalities and CBOs to provide municipal services to meet the
basic needs of communities. These arrangements are usually formal for

service provision, but informal for basic needs and poverty alleviation
projects. Typically, MCPs involves a CBO and an NGO with clearly
defined roles and responsibilities, and aim to achieve common goals,
usually centred on the provision of basic municipal services. MCPs 
are intended to team up with municipalities in order to provide quality
facilities and services in an equitable, efficient and effective manner
for the benefit of local residents.

The White Paper on Local Government emphasises that support to CBOs
in the form of finances, technical skills or training can enhance the
ability of the poor to take control of their own needs and development.
It encourages municipalities to work with communities to find sustain-
able ways of meeting their social, economic and material needs and
improving the quality of life in those areas. It, therefore, encourages

the creation and building of partnerships between municipalities, 
businesses and communities. The White Paper cites the main benefits
of partnerships with CBOs as the chance of gaining access to external
experience and expertise, as well as that of stimulating local economic
development. CBOs can also act as effective intermediaries between
the municipality and community because of their strong community base.

According to the White Paper on Municipal Service Partnerships (MSP)
of 2000, the service contract arrangement is a starting point for involving
CBOs in service provision, with the other (longer-term) contractual
arrangements being considered as capacity and experience are devel-
oped over time. A service contract is an MSP arrangement where the
service provider receives a fee from the Council to manage a particular
aspect of a municipal service, and is usually short-term in duration
(one to three years). For example, refuse removal.

The Constitution and policy papers clearly envisage a more interactive
role for communities and their organisations in the provision of basic
services. Although the legal framework does not expand on this option
it encourages the involvement of communities and their organisations
in addressing their service-delivery needs and allows municipalities’
greater flexibility in structuring cost-effective service delivery arrange-
ments that meet the needs of their communities. The policy documents
therefore recognise that CBOs can be a particularly effective vehicle for
development, based on their close relationships forged with communi-
ties; as well as their perceptive understanding of community development
needs and the ability to respond to those needs. In sum, it recognises
that it is vital for CBOs to become active participants in the provision of
basic municipal services at a local level.

While the involvement of CBOs in municipal service provision is not
without many difficulties and challenges, municipalities should seriously
consider the merits of CBOs as a service delivery option in the appro-
priate circumstances, particularly in poorer rural communities.  

Moreover, it gives effect to the constitutional mandate of working 
with communities in meeting the social, economic and material needs
of communities in a holistic way, as well as meaningfully involving 
communities and community-based organisations in the affairs of 
local government.

Municipalities can draw on the skills of communities to improve delivery capacity. REUBEN BAATJIES from
the University of the Western Cape’s Community Law Centre explains the practice of Municipal Community
Partnerships and why there are not more of them.

FINDING LOCAL 
SERVICE DELIVERY 
ANSWERS CLOSER 
TO HOME

ijr

This is an edited version of an article that first appeared in the
November 2005 issue of the Local Government Bulletin, published by 
the Community Law Centre’s Local Government Project.
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t
he recent spate of public protests against deficient or non-
existent service delivery has highlighted the gigantic deficits 
of local government, both in terms of its developmental 
mandate and its legislative obligations. While the reasons for
non-delivery were wide-ranging and often context-bound, the
protests themselves appear to point at weaknesses that are

symptomatic of defective public participation structures. 
This has become a national problem, but the province of KwaZulu-

Natal, with its combination of urban and deep rural settlements, and the
added dimension of traditional authorities, may offer some interesting
lessons on and insights into public participation at local government
level. Its complex mix of political dynamics and its unique demographic
make-up are reflected in its deep-seated developmental disparities. 
The great divide in terms of affluent and deprived, rural and urban, and
modern and the traditional, are factors that have an impact on the role
the public plays in matters of local government. 

Section 152 of the South African Constitution requires of local author-
ities to ‘encourage the involvement of communities and community
organizations in matters of local government’. Also, legislation such as
Section 5 of the Municipal Systems Act is unequivocal about the need
for public participation. Amongst its provisions are:   
� The right to contribute to the decision-making process of the 

municipality;
� The right to be informed of decisions of the municipal council;
� The right to disclosure of the state of affairs of the municipality.

Although impressive on paper, these provisions have proved to be more
challenging to translate into practice. In our experience, five particular
factors have detracted from the value of participatory processes.  

Lack of capacity: High illiteracy levels and the complex technical
nature of many local government processes prevent many communities
from contributing effectively in matters of local governance. It never-
theless remains ironic that in most cases it is mostly the poor and 
the less educated who participate in local government participatory
structures, such as ward committees and IDP forums. Participation of
the affluent remains largely issue- and interest-based. 

Lack of support: Public participation is time consuming and, for many,
an expensive exercise. For a local community member in a rural area,

who has to walk long distances to attend meetings, public participation
becomes a luxury rather than a right. It is even worse in many muni-
cipalities where ward committees are not provided with incentives,
such as a transport allowance. This lack of support has a negative
impact on public participation, and also places a question mark against
the commitment of municipalities to prioritise public participation. 

Politicisation of development and public participation: While this is
not a condition unique to KwaZulu-Natal, its pervasiveness in this region
has had debilitating effects on public participation. The province’s political
history and the underlying tensions that are still prevalent in many
municipalities make public participation an exclusive domain of a few
party political members.

Too much intervention and too little consultation: In its quest to
address backlogs in service delivery and promote community part-
icipation, government has designed various intervention strategies 
and initiatives without proper consultation with stakeholders and 
practitioners. Although implemented with good intentions, some  inter-
ventions, not surprisingly, had unintended consequences, often with a
detrimental impact on governance in local municipalities.  

This has fostered resistance and in some cases even outright rejection
of such initiatives. A case in point has been the introduction of Community
Development Workers (CDWs) in local municipalities. Whereas the 
initiative has merit, it has created serious tensions between CDWs 
who receive stipends and ward committee members who do not. 

Project Consolidate, another much-needed national intervention that
seeks to assist weak municipalities in the improvement of their services,
has also drawn criticism for similar reasons. In KwaZulu-Natal, where
29 municipalities have been identified for assistance, some communities
have indicated their discomfort with the fact that the project largely
overlooks the importance of community participation in ensuring quality
service. Project Consolidate, therefore, may run the risk of facilitating
changes that do not enjoy the buy-in and ownership of local communities. 

The role of traditional leaders: It remains an extremely sensitive
exercise to forge coexistence of two diverse and contradicting systems
– modern democratic governance and traditional authorities. In recent
years though, municipalities in the province have been increasingly
successful in forging working relationships with traditional leaders.
Many of these leaders have recognised the fact that development 
of their communities is largely intertwined with the democratic
processes of local government, such as public participation.

Cooperative governance: In terms of Chapter 3 of the Constitution,

Post-apartheid local government legislation 
provides ample opportunity for public participation.
But as STHEMBISO MADLALA, programme officer 
of the Democracy Development Programme notes,
access to participatory structures is often restricted. 

PUBLIC 
PARTICIPATION 

IS THE KEY

Continued on page 12
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LEGITIMACY:
CAN LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
REGAIN CITIZENS’ TRUST?

Against the background of persistent service delivery protests, the question arises just how wide-
spread the disenchantment with local government has become. JAN HOFMEYR, senior researcher
at the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation, reflects on recent findings of the SA Reconciliation
Barometer Survey on this issue.  
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d
issatisfaction with poor service delivery at local government
level appears to be more widespread than the ‘isolated pockets
of discontent’, as some have referred to the recent spate of
protests that saw destruction of public property and anxious
councillors fleeing for their lives. And if the instances of 

violence were masterminded by anonymous instigators, the latest round
of the SA Reconciliation Barometer Survey suggests that the ground
was certainly fertile enough for such instigation.

The survey that was conducted in April and May 2005 has found that
less than half of all South Africans aged 16 and older have confidence
in municipalities to fulfill the basic responsibilities prescribed by the
Constitution and the suite of national legislation that governs the 
conduct and responsibilities of local authorities. In response to the
statement: ‘My local government can be trusted to deliver the services
that one expects from this sphere of government’, only 49% of respon-
dents indicated either full or partial agreement. 

These low confidence levels in the ability of local authorities are 
not concentrated in one or two areas – they abound in all of the nine
provinces (See Figure 1). With the exception of Limpopo, where 51% 
of respondents showed confidence in the ability of their local govern-
ment to deliver, the corresponding rates for all other provinces fell
somewhere within the 40% to 50% range. The worst performers in the
provincial confidence stakes proved to be the Northern Cape and
Mpumalanga, where the levels of trust in local government were 43%
and 45%, respectively.

While rural levels of deprivation may be more acute in comparison 
to urban centres, it does not necessarily follow that confidence in the
latter’s abilities is higher. There is in fact very little difference between
the average level of trust in metropolitan areas and that in rural areas.
If anything, the 49% confidence level amongst rural citizens is 1% 
higher than that of respondents in metropolitan areas. According to the
SA Reconciliation Barometer Survey, respondents from large towns
have shown the least enthusiasm regarding the ability of their muni-
cipalities to deliver on what is expected of them. In this category of
municipalities only 36% of respondents answered in the affirmative. 

A comparison of responses in the largest centres suggests that some
may be doing more things right than others. While confidence levels 
in the administrative capabilities of most large cities ranged between 
the mid-forties and mid-fifties, there were two significant exceptions.
The city of East London (Buffalo City Local Municipality), with 61%, scored

the highest level of trust amongst its inhabitants. This is not coincidental,
as the city also received the 2003 Vuna Award from the Department 
of Provincial and Local Government (DPLG) for the best-governed
municipality in South Africa. 

The most recent edition of the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation’s
Economic Transformation Audit also reflects in a case study on the
progress that has been made in this municipality in recent years.
However, the local government of another Eastern Cape city, Port
Elizabeth (Nelson Mandela Metro), does not manage to elicit the same
level of trust from its inhabitants. At 38%, residents from ‘the friendly
city’ have shown the least confidence in their local authority to do what
is expected of it. It should, therefore, not come as a surprise that one
of the first uprisings in the current wave of local government protests
has been in the neighbourhood of Motherwell on the outskirts of the city.   

These findings do not bode well for government’s vision of local 
government as the locus for service delivery to the South African 
people. The challenge of undoing past imbalances; deficient revenue
bases to finance such projects; a lack of capacity to plan, implement and
spend; as well as mismanagement and corruption, have been singled out
as being amongst the most debilitating factors obstructing the realisa-
tion of true developmental government. Some of these challenges are
being discussed in more detail elsewhere in this publication. 

Yet, as formidable as these challenges might be, it may prove to be
far more difficult to restore public trust in the integrity of the local 
government system, should the current delivery impasse continue
indeterminably. The number and intensity of the protests that have
been witnessed in recent months may be indicative of the erosion of 
at least one part of this system: its capability to facilitate meaningful 
public participation.

In transitional societies with a history of deep social division, few
things are as important as the development of an incorruptible and
efficient governance system actively engaged in transcending past
divides. Nowhere does this prove to be more true than in the sphere of
government that is closest to the people. A common loyalty to such 
a system and its mechanisms provides a conducive environment for
the broad-based institutional trust without which former divisions and
development backlogs are unlikely to be addressed. This trust has to 
be earned over time – it certainly does not come overnight. According 
to the SA Reconciliation Barometer’s most recent findings, this caution
should be heeded by South Africa’s local authorities. 
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Figure 1: My local government can be trusted to deliver the services that are expected of it (in agreement)
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THE SA RECONCILIATION BAROMETER 
TRACKING SOCIO-POLITICAL TRENDS 

The SA Reconciliation Barometer project of the Institute for Justice
and Reconciliation is a longitudinal study that monitors the reconciliation
process. Through regular audits of actual social, political and economic
transformation; annual national surveys and ongoing anecdotal analysis of
socio-political trends, the Barometer seeks to find some answers to the
question of how the country’s reconciliation process is going.

For further information contact the Institute: 
Tel: +27 21 659 7128 or E-mail: info@ijr.org.za
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NEW PUBLICATIONS FROM THE 
INSTITUTE FOR JUSTICE AND RECONCILIATION

CONFLICT AND GOVERNANCE*
Edited by Susan Brown

Economic justice is now at the top of the South African transforma-
tion agenda. How to go about realising it effectively, and spreading
benefits to the majority, is the key national debate of today. From
government to private sector, policy-makers to private citizens, 
transformation is now a pivotal issue.

Economic Transformation Audit 2005 – Conflict and Governance is the
second in a new series of transformation audits published by the
Institute for Justice and Reconciliation. The series interrogates 
the manner in which South Africa’s economy is transforming the
country’s political and social landscape. It scrutinises the data for
directions of development and pointers for future policy.

Issues spotlighted are:
• The changing shape of the economy
• Shifts in employment, with a case study 

of the Western Cape garment industry
• Education policy effectiveness
• Poverty, conflict and governance 

at work in three municipalities.

The Transformation Audit is an essential 
tool for business people, professionals

and investors; social analysts and policy-makers; and friends and
observers of South Africa worldwide.

*Available in bookshops countrywide

PROVOKING QUESTIONS: AN ASSESSMENT OF 
THE TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION COMMISSION’S
RECOMMENDATIONS AND THEIR IMPLEMENTATION
Edited by Erik Doxtader

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission
(TRC) provided a first stepping stone on the
road to healing and national reconciliation.
At its exit from the public stage it left the
nation with a vital question – how can
South Africa best continue the process of
reconciliation, nurture a culture of human
rights, and build the bridges needed to 
fulfil democracy’s promise? The Commission

made a range of recommendations – it is now up to South Africans 
to consider these recommendations and to decide whether and how
they should be implemented. 

Provoking Questions: An Assessment of the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission’s Recommendations and their Implementation assess the
response and implementation of four sets of recommendations 
made by the Commission on: archives and access to information;
reparations to victims of gross violations of human rights; memory
and memorialisation; and the prosecution of perpetrators. This series
of essays underscore what the TRC claimed from the beginning – 
reconciliation is an ongoing process, one that will take years and,
more than likely, generations to complete. 

PROVOKING QUESTIONS
An Assessment of the Truth and

Reconciliation Commission’s
Recommendations and

their Implementation

national, provincial and local governments have to uphold the principles 
of cooperative governance. According to our feedback from several local
authorities, this principle is often watered down to the detriment of munic-
ipalities. Numerous accounts exist of interference by provincial and national
bureaucrats in local matters, which is often interpreted as a violation of this
constitutional provision. Sustained intervention of this nature can leave 
citizens with the impression that public participation does not serve a 
purpose when external officials can override the mandates and decisions of
their local councils. 

While this may appear to be an overly-sceptical account, in our view 
the post-2000 local government dispensation has been a remarkable
improvement on the one that preceded it, particularly in relation to the
opportunities that it provides for communities to have a say in their own
destiny. While the new system does provide for unprecedented levels of
public participation, which is supported by an impressive legislative frame-
work, its ability to address practical issues, such as those set out above,
will ultimately determine whether it will find a place in the lives of communi-
ties, large and small, across the country.

Continued from page 9
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