
17Dispatches independent
APRIL 24 2016

THE SUNDAY

H
E

A
D

S
 U

P

LOCAL government elections 

will soon be here. Despite 

the chaos in our national 

politics, people are rightfully 

thinking seriously about the upcom-

ing elections and local politicians 

are more visible now.

 But when the politics of  power 

have been settled, and when the 

elections have come and gone, what 

will all of  this mean for people 

struggling with bread and butter 

issues in marginal communities? 

Would they have greater access 

to processes of  governance in their 

communities and thus potentially 

better services? The government 

has created legislative and 

constitutional provisions for public 

participation, particularly so that 

the poor can engage meaningfully 

with processes of  governance. 

Heaps of  academic work has 

affirmed the need to improve the 

level of  outreach to citizens, as it 

is in the interest of  government to 

improve participation, because it 

improves the quality of  legislation, 

and strengthens accountability, 

transparency and trust in 

government. 

One of  the critical points at 

which the level of  outreach needs 

to be seriously improved is, quite 

obviously, at local government level. 

A much talked about shortfall 

that emerged in recent months 

was poor communication between 

government and communities, 

hence “service delivery” protests 

and apathy shown at local 

government level. 

Bearing in mind the 

constitutional imperative of  

building a local government system 

that would serve as a means to 

extend democracy to communities 

who have been largely deprived of  

political rights, local government 

is supposed to be a nodal point for 

South Africa’s democracy. 

In order to realise this objective, 

the local government structure has 

to be configured in a way that allows 

community participation and 

ownership. This structural shortfall 

has been a problem that almost 

led to the collapse of  the system in 

recent years. 

Citizens’ participation in 

the local government system 

is necessary to ensure that 

communities own the system, 

rather than seeing the system solely 

as a dispenser of  material services 

such as electricity and water supply. 

Consequently, if  the system 

fails in providing basic services, 

there remain no other grounds for 

citizens to be patient and loyal to 

the system, since its only source of  

strength would have collapsed. 

Citizens’ participation in 

the system would not only 

strengthen the institution of  local 

government by bolstering a sense 

of  accountability on the part of  

local government officials, but will 

also have the symbolic effect of  

responsive democracy. 

The standard caution raised 

towards the idea of  participation is 

that it would not resolve everything 

at local government level, but there 

is no proving, except for theoretical 

extrapolations, that participation 

is a necessary facet of  a true or 

functional democracy. 

It is contested that citizens are 

too busy with their private lives to 

engage on a day-to-day basis with 

local government issues and it is 

believed that by providing material 

goods such as basic amenities, water 

and electricity, the local government 

system would have satisfied 

its primary objectives, and the 

apparent demand for participation 

would ultimately dwindle.

While it is correct to say that 

citizens are not always interested in 

the functioning of  the government, 

structural limitations impede 

participation. 

Therefore, the structural 

limitations to citizens’ participation 

at local government level are an 

issue of  concern, more so for a 

nation with a strong history of  

community participation and 

collaboration.

More than being merely 

machinery aimed at ensuring 

service delivery, local government 

should be seen as a connecting point 

between national government and 

communities. 

Citizens do not get an 

opportunity to engage meaningfully 

with government once they cast 

their votes and it is only through a 

well-structured local government 

system that a constant relationship 

between citizens and government is 

maintained. 

 Once the basic principles of  

democracy are adopted, channels 

for the pursuit of  those principles 

should remain open; whether or 

not the opportunity is utilised is 

another matter altogether. 

Therefore, it is important that 

channels for citizens’ participation 

at local government level are kept 

open and readily available.

The need to capture poor, 

marginal voices cannot be 

emphasised enough, or we may be 

in further danger of  operating in 

ways that are disconnected from an 

orientation that is poor-friendly. 

■  Buccus is senior research fellow 

in the School of  Social Sciences at 

UKZN and academic director of  a 

university study abroad programme 

on political transformation.  

Citizens should take part in local government system and own it
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RUSTRATIONS that 

the president remains 

ensconced in office 

despite the Constitution-

al Court’s finding that he 

violated the constitution 

has led to renewed calls for reforms 

to the electoral system, such as that 

the president be directly elected. 

But would a change in the elec-

toral system necessarily deepen 

accountability? 

The principle that holders of  

public office should be accountable 

to the citizenry is a key democratic 

value and central to the values that 

underpin the constitution. 

It is often argued that democracy 

here would be strengthened 

significantly if  there were greater 

pressures for accountability. The 

electoral system has often been 

seen as a key factor in determining 

whether public office-bearers are 

held accountable.

It has long been argued that our 

electoral system, while it ensures 

a much closer fit between voters’ 

choice of  party and the seats 

allocated in legislatures, is a key 

reason why political representatives 

are not held accountable by voters. 

Because politicians rely on party 

lists to secure their election and 

these lists are compiled by party 

leaders, a party’s representatives, it 

is argued, are accountable to “party 

bosses”  rather than voters. 

This implies a different system 

would ensure greater accountability. 

It is also often argued that 

the president would be more 

accountable if  the person occupying 

the office were elected directly by 

the citizenry.

Academic work shows, however, 

that the link between electoral 

systems and accountability is 

not nearly so straightforward. 

The evidence does not support 

the view that the direct election 

of  representatives automatically 

ensures accountability. 

How politicians respond to 

the rules established by electoral 

systems also depends on context – 

different systems will have different 

effects, depending on a country’s 

circumstances. 

Advocates of  greater 

accountability need to look beyond 

the electoral system to find ways 

of  making it more likely that 

representatives will account to 

those who elected them. 

A study has noted that the 

US, UK, India, Ghana, Zimbabwe 

and Kenya all use a constituency 

system, but with different outcomes 

in each case. None of  this means 

the choice of  electoral system is 

entirely irrelevant – voting systems 

can nudge political systems in 

particular directions. 

But it does mean that it is 

necessary to recognise the limits 

of  changing the system and the 

importance of  context. 

In South Africa, three factors are 

important in shaping the context.  

First, the persistence of  poverty 

and inequality means the difference 

between serving as a councillor 

and losing a seat is the difference 

between being middle class or living 

in poverty. 

Second, identities are important. 

People vote for parties they believe 

speak for their particular group 

– racial, language, regional or 

cultural – far more than based on 

perceptions of  possible economic 

benefit. 

Third, parties are far more 

powerful and wield more influence 

over members and supporters than 

they do in many other democracies.  

These factors ensure party 

politics has been less competitive 

than it seems: parties control 

geographic areas and blocs of  

voters and so they devote greater 

effort to maintaining unity in their 

camp than to seeking support in 

other blocs. Parties can win huge 

majorities in areas even when their 

voters are unhappy.

These factors suggest a switch to 

a more majoritarian system, using 

constituency representation, may 

hold few benefits and many costs. 

It would remove some parties 

from Parliament, denying some 

identities a voice, and could 

make divisions in the society 

more pronounced by freezing out 

minorities. 

The strength of  party loyalties 

also suggests it would not 

prevent parties ensuring that 

representatives account to them 

rather than to voters. 

The financial dependency of  

many representatives would also 

ensure they remained beholden to 

their parties.

A shift to direct election would 

need to be extremely modest if  it 

was not to bring negative effects – 

and the gains it would bring would 

be limited. 

Measures that are more likely 

to enhance accountability are 

recall provisions, allowing voters 

to remove representatives in mid-

term, and party primaries, which 

would allow voters rather than 

party activists to choose candidates. 

This last point is also relevant 

to the call for direct presidential 

elections. While in theory it seems 

to open the way for direct voter 

choice, the context makes this 

highly unlikely. 

Presidential candidates would be 

sure of  the bloc vote of  their party’s 

support base and the outcome would 

not be significantly different from 

the present reality. 

Direct election would also 

mean a shift to a fully presidential 

system. At present, presidents are 

accountable to Parliament, which 

has the authority to remove an 

incumbent. 

Direct election would result in 

a much stronger presidency, whose 

power would make accountability 

even less likely. 

Primary elections could make 

a difference by allowing voters to 

choose a presidential candidate 

while remaining loyal to their 

parties. 

The risk of  this change is that 

it could have the same effect as 

Brazil’s system, which allows voters 

to choose individuals in parties. To 

compete with each other, candidates 

rely on private funding and so 

become beholden to people with 

money, not those who elected them. 

Strict controls on party and 

candidate financing are crucial 

to ensure those we elect are 

accountable to voters, whatever 

electoral system is used. 

Given these factors, a change in 

electoral system would have limited 

benefits and would hold risks. 

There is substantial evidence 

that, around the world, changes 

in electoral systems are rare. 

When they occur, the move tends 

towards greater proportional 

representation.  

This suggests that, while 

advocates of  greater accountability 

may wish to keep the electoral 

reform issue alive, they would be 

better advised to look elsewhere for 

sources of  greater accountability. 

A campaign that seeks to 

encourage accountability would 

probably be most effective if  it 

looked beyond the electoral system 

for possible levers.

The search for strategies must 

take into account two crucial 

realities. First, the ability to hold a 

government to account is unevenly 

spread in society. 

More affluent groups are far 

better able to get a government to 

take them seriously than the poor, 

despite their being more likely to 

vote against the governing party. 

The poor are deprived of  

influence not because they are 

ignorant and apathetic, but because 

they lack the power to hold office-

bearers to account. 

While citizens cannot influence 

decisions without the vote, they 

are not guaranteed to do so with it 

unless they are organised – in all 

societies it is the most organised 

citizens who have most influence. 

The key to enhancing pressures 

for accountability lies in enhancing 

the power of  most South Africans to 

demand, through organisation, that 

the government account to them.

■ This analysis is based on a 

report by Friedman for the Council 

for the Advancement of  the South 

African Constitution. The report may 

be found at www.casac.org.za

 King Goodwill 
Zwelithini speaking during the launch of a 
coffee manufacturing plant in Estcourt, KwaZulu-Natal, 
on Tuesday.

OUR failure to address the funding of 
this sector is causing us to neglect 
several sectors that could offer South 
Africa talent, new products and real 
contributions to growth.  We do 
have a tough economic climate but 
evidence shows that countries that 
increase such investment in science, 
technology, and innovation during 
tough economic times will reap great-
er benefits when the economic cycle 
turns again. – Science and Technology Min-
ister Naledi Pandor speaking at a media briefing 
prior to her budget vote on Tuesday. 

We fight our battles through peaceful 
means, through the courts, through 
Parliament, through mass mobilisa-
tion. We do that peacefully. But at 
times government gets tempted to 
respond to such with violence. They 
beat us up in Parliament and they 
send soldiers to places like Alexandra 
where people are protesting. We will 
run out of patience very soon and we 
will remove this government through 
the barrel of a gun. – EFF leader Julius Malema during 
a televised 28-minute interview that premieres on Al 
Jazeera English today.

 The commission found the evidence 
presented before it does not suggest 
that undue or improper influence 
played any role in the selection of the 
preferred bidders which ultimately 
entered into contracts with the gov-
ernment.  – President Jacob Zuma 
announcing in a nationwide broadcast 
the findings of the South African Arms 
Procurement Commission that was head-
ed by Judge Willie Seriti (pictured).
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“IN ALL SOCIETIES 

THE MOST ORGANISED  

CITIZENS HAVE THE  

MOST INFLUENCE 


