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The research reflected upon

necessary corrective measures. The paper
also argues that an alternative mechanism
for ensuring effective public participation in
local governance is necessary. The research
reflected upon in this paper concludes that
War Rooms are not a viable alternative for
facilitating meaningful citizen participation in
local governance.

in this paper concludes

that war rooms are not

a viable alternative for

facilitating meaningful

Some of the key findings from the
research were:

citizen participation in
local governance.

The legislative and institutional framework
for community participation ensures that
citizens give input to the decisions that
affect them. Legally municipalities must
involve communities in the formulation of
developmental priorities. Democracy is about
taking responsibility for our own lives and
government cannot do it alone.
Institutionally there are structures within
all three spheres of government focused
specifically on guiding, regulating, monitoring
and enforcing policy prescriptions for
community participation in local governance.
The effectiveness of these structures vary.
War Rooms are proposed as a mechanism
to strengthen service delivery and a
coordinated service delivery response by
various departments. Research indicates
that the model in its current form has gaps.
Government doesn’t have the luxury of
implementing the War Room and waiting for
the next 10 - 15 years to reflect on whether it
is a viable model or not, instead it has to learn
and reflect as it is implementing.
This paper reflects on the effectiveness of
War Rooms as participatory mechanisms
and will present evidence from research
conducted to show that War Rooms do not
work. The paper argues that COGTA does not
have to wait 15 years but that it should take
heed of the evidence here and now and make
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• In the provinces visited, COGTA and Offices
of the Premiers are set on using War Rooms
as an alternative to ward committees
irrespective of the challenges experienced
and shared by local municipalities and
various partner departments.
• There is a general consensus between
government officials and local community
members that ward committees as a
mechanism and an institutional structure
are not working.
• The major challenges with ward
committees included issues around
capacity building, participation and
stipends, lack of political support
and influence over decisions made
by council and institutionalisation
(reporting to the office of the speaker
making them a political tool as opposed
to an administrative one).
• Ward councillors and Community
Development Workers (CDWs) drive War
Rooms and often set the agenda resulting
in the politicisation of War Rooms.
CDWs serve as a quasi-permanent
secretariat for War Rooms and because
they report to provincial CoGTA, local
municipalities are kept out of the loop
on what goes on with the War Rooms.
This raises issues around accountability
for the implementation of plans and
commitments made in the War Room.
• With limited capacity it is almost
physically impossible for relevant
provincial government officials to be
present in all War Room meetings in all
wards of a local municipality.

Volume 20 Number 1

TRANSFORMER
J o u r n a l

Based on the findings from this research,
it is strongly recommended that national
CoGTA should desist from attempting to
roll War Rooms out across the country and
should not view them as an alternative
mechanism for coordinated service
delivery. Furthermore the War Room
methodology must not be viewed as an
alternative to the equally dysfunctional
ward committee system. CoGTA must
reconcile with the fact that these two
mechanisms have serious gaps and that
they do not work well across the country.
The first part of this paper presents an
understanding of what War Rooms are
whilst the latter part looks at how the model
is being implemented in three provinces.
Interviews were conducted with government
officials from provincial departments and
local municipalities in three provinces,
KwaZulu-Natal, Mpumalanga and the
Eastern Cape, and focus group interviews
were conducted with local community
members who have participated in War
Rooms in the same provinces. This data
collected from these interviews was verified
through secondary sources and existing
literature and reports.
The following research questions
underpinned the focus group discussions
to explore the experience of the groups
with War Rooms:
1. What do you find working with the
model as it is being implemented?
What do you think does not work
so well? What would you like to see
improved? What is the relationship of
War Rooms with the ward councillor,
ward committee and CDW?
2. Who chairs the War Room? Who
compiles the minutes? Are the minutes
distributed on time? Who informs the
agenda of the next meeting?
3. What is the participation of government
departments
like?
Who
holds
government departments to account
when they do not attend?
4. How is the community participation in
War Rooms?
5. What have been some of the successes
to date?

Unpacking the Model
The War Room model is based on a concept
where deliberate focus and attention is placed
by all on a problem at hand and all resources
are pulled towards addressing that problem.
During time of war, attention and focus would
be rallied in the defence of the country. In our
present situation the model is used to focus
attention on issues of critical importance
facing the country, province, district, city, town
or ward, such as such poverty, food insecurity,
unemployment, unaffordable housing, access
to basic services and poor infrastructure.
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In its design the War Room is a co-ordinated
approach to provide comprehensive, integrated
and transversal services to communities
through effective and efficient multi-sectoral
partnerships. Communities are supposed to
play a leadership role in the War Room. They
are to be at the centre of service delivery by
making their needs known, bringing their
resources to the War Rooms and, together
with service delivery partners such as
government, civil society, social partners and
business, transforming communities.
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In February 2008, former President Mbeki announced the “War on Poverty”

Campaign in his State of the Nation Address. This was part of a holistic response to

HIV and AIDS and social ills. In November 2008, the “War on Poverty” Campaign
was launched in Msinga wards 7, 8 and 9 (now renamed as wards 11, 12 and 13

respectively). The Provincial Government adopted the campaign in 2009 as part of the
KZN Flagship Programme and, in April 2011, re-branded it as Operation Sukuma
Sakhe (OSS). (15; 2015, OSS Operations Handbook)
This Integrated Service Delivery Model
(ISDM) was first used in KwaZulu-Natal
to fight against the spread of HIV/Aids.
Because of its success in reducing the
impact of HIV/Aids in KZN, it was decided
that the model could be used as a tool to fast
track service delivery across all government
functions in the province. The ISDM model
has since been adopted nationally. The
Operation Sukuma Sakhe Operations
Handbook (11; 2015) defines War Rooms
as ‘a physical space where the coordinating
task team at ward level provides a direct
link to the community, coordinates profiling
and integrates service delivery.’ According

to the OSS Best Practice Report (p17) a War
Room is described as follows:
• A War Room is an integrated service
delivery structure comprised of
community-based
organisations,
non-governmental
organisations,
government, municipality, business and
other stakeholders at ward level.
• Information is collected by a system
of ‘household profiling’ during which
community care givers go into people’s
homes and collect the information
they need about the issues facing that
particular family.
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• This information is shared with all
stakeholders in the War Room meetings.
• Departmental interventions can then
be carried out to meet the needs of
the community
• Follow-up visits are made to the
household.
• Training support is given and resources
within each ward are identified for use.
• On a ward level the Ward Councillor is the
War Room champion.
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It is important to note that War Rooms and ward committees are not the same. The table below presents the fundamental differences between ward
committees and War Rooms (Qupe; 15, 2016).

Ward Committees

War Rooms
Is a model to improve access to service delivery. It links all
spheres of government with people at ward level and the model is
championed by the Presidency.

Is a legal entity established to improve service delivery, linking
municipalities to communities.

Participation is restricted to 10 community members representing Participation is open to all community based organisations,
specific portfolios.
private sector and Provincial/National sector departments.
Plays an advisory role in all matters of the ward.

Coordinates identification and provision of services to identified
households /community and ensures cooperative governance for
better and fast tracked service delivery.

Term of ward councillors is linked to council, in terms of section
24 of the Municipal Structures Act (5 years).

Permanent structure - only changes Chairperson if he/she is a
Councillor as per the Municipality's term of office.

Focuses more on identification of community needs rather than
household needs.

Needs identification process covers household and community.
Household walk-ins also submit their needs at War Room.

General assessments indicate that most ward committees have
not been functioning effectively due to:

Most Ward Rooms function effectively due to:

• Ward committees being dominated by political activists
(politicisation of ward committee programme)

• Participation of existing community organisations like AIDS
Committee, School Governing Body, Community Policing Forum,
etc. Including “walk ins” by members of the community to
submit their needs. War Rooms are non partisan.

• Ordinary members of society are elected into the ward committee
and assigned to represent various sectors in the ward committee
(i.e. a person who is not disabled may represent the interests of
people living with disability).

• Participants represent organisations of their interest. The major
challenge is poor participation of sector departments.

While both War Rooms and ward committees are vehicles to implement public participation they are fundamentally different. At a ward level
ward committees remain the key community based structures that participate in the War Room. The diagram below presents a summarized
picture of participants in a War Room:

Key Community-based Structures involved in the War Room
Non
Government

Ward
Committee

Ward Aids
Committee

Disability
Forums

Youth Groups

Co-operatives

Community
Policing Forums

Women's
Forum

WAR
ROOM
Business

Human Rights
Forum
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Clinic
Committees

LGBTQI Forums

Faith Based
Organisation

School
Governing
Bodies
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War Room participants
To date War Rooms have been established in
7 of the 9 provinces in South Africa and are
called different things in different provinces.
• Eastern Cape
		
• Free State
• Gauteng
		
• KwaZulu Natal
		
• Limpopo
		
• Mpumalanga
		
• Northern Cape
• North West
• Western Cape
		

Operation 		
Masiphathisane
Operation Hlasela
Ntirhisano Service 		
Delivery War Rooms
Operation Sukuma
Sakhe
District War Rooms on
Water
Operation Vuka 		
Sisebente
*Nothing
*Nothing
Provincial Water and
crime War Rooms

KwaZulu Natal is dubbed the province
that gave birth to this model. It
embarked on the Integrated Service
Delivery Model (ISDM), also known as
Operation Masiphathisane, to provide
comprehensive, integrated and transversal
services to communities through effective

Community

and efficient multi-sectoral partnerships.
When former president Thabo Mbeki
in his 2008 State of the Nation address
announced a campaign that would result
in a ‘National War on Poverty’, the vision
was that each province, and the country
as a whole, would finally slay the beast of
poverty that apartheid had left in its wake.
Operation Sukuma Sakhe was born. In
2009 KwaZulu-Natal launched its flagship
programme which used the War on Poverty
approach to tackle a range of problems
that were confronting the region. These
included issues around food security,
disease and infection (most notably HIV
and TB), disempowerment of women and
youth, poverty, violence against women
and girls, teenage pregnancy, substance
abuse, crime, motor vehicle accidents
and many others. The idea was that real
services could be provided to real people
in a meaningful way.
In March 2011, the then provincial
champion of this cause, former KwaZuluNatal Premier Dr Zweli Mkhize, relaunched the programme under the name
‘Operation Sukuma Sakhe’, which means
‘Stand up and build’.

Behaviour
change

Integration of
Government
services

“The primary clients of OSS are the most
vulnerable groups within poor households.
OSS defines the most vulnerable groups
as women, children, youth, unemployed
adults who either are jobless or earn
below the minimum wage, unskilled
and illiterate adults, the chronically
sick, persons living with disabilities
and the elderly. OSS aims to coordinate
service delivery by mobilising community
partnerships with the private sector, nongovernmental organisations, communitybased organisations and governmental
stakeholders. War Rooms target specific
household and community needs that
they identify through profiling and then
direct these to the relevant service
delivery stakeholders. The integrated
service delivery model comprises four
main processes: identify needs, open and
refer services, deliver services and close
referrals, often through follow-up visits.”
(19; 2015, OSS Operations Handbook)
In its conception, OSS consisted of five
integrated areas, namely community
partnerships, behaviour change, integration
of government services, economic activities
and environmental care.

Economic
Activities

Environmental
Care

Community Partnerships

Integrated Service Delivery

Environmental Care

The War Room provides a space for government
to inform the community of the services they
can expect and for the community to in turn
provide feedback to government on their needs
and the services received.

All government departments, local municipalities,
businesses and civil society including NonGovernmental Organisations (NGOs), FaithBased Organisations (FBOs), Community-Based
Organisations (CBOs) and community members
are mobilised to contribute to service delivery in
an integrated manner through operating within the
War Rooms. The War Room is the central node
from which all government services are rendered.

Operation Sukuma Sakhe aims to provide safe,
natural, well-designed and well-maintained
recreation opportunities for communities.
As part of environmental awareness it also
aims to educate the public to learn about the
values of conservation, land stewardship and
responsible recreation. The KZN Integrated
Greening Programme is one example in
which, through OSS, green initiatives have
been coordinated and implemented in local
communities with huge success.

Behaviour Change
To promote behaviour change in the
community, the War Room establishes
task teams to address the underlying
causes of social ills and other issues
within the community. Within the OSS
structure, community care givers are
responsible for encouraging social
and behaviour change through their
interaction with household members.

Economic Activities

The War Room links infrastructure development
in the community to job creation opportunities
for local communities. By creating a network of
stakeholders, War Rooms help to create access
and linkages to markets for local producers of
goods and services.
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The
elderly

The diagram presents the primary
beneficiaries of a model such as
Operation Sukuma Sakhe:

People with
disabilities
People
who are
chronically ill

Women

Poor
Households

Youth

Unskilled
& illiterate
adults

How a War Room works is that all War
Room members are required to ensure that
the War Room identifies community and
household needs that would be prioritised in
the War Room and resolved within specific
timeframes. The ward councillor and the ward
committee provide political and technical
oversight respectively, while the War Room
EXCO manages operations and coordinates
the War Room. Fieldworkers and CDWs
also operate as members of the War Room
providing a direct link to households. They
are important change agents within the OSS
service delivery model.

The rationale for the
Research
As mentioned above, there are a number of
provinces that are implementing the model,
albeit in varied ways. There was been a
notable push from the Office of the Presidency
during the Zuma administration to encourage
and support Provinces to implement the
model so as to facilitate a rapid coordinated
response to service delivery challenges. The
Eastern Cape, KwaZulu Natal, Free State and
Mpumalanga emerged as the most committed
in implementing the model.
In an interview with a senior official responsible
for the implementation of the model in the
Eastern Cape, this is what they said:

Children

Unemployed
Adults

“No one in government is talking about
‘forgetting this model’ or that ‘it’s not
going to work’. It is well received and
people get to know what its benefits
are. It is a model that works and has
been tested in other countries. There
is no way we are going to abandon it.
Whether the Premier goes or stays, the
model is a government model. It is not
a political model. It forces us to work
with politicians because they are the
champions of this model.”
Similar sentiments were shared by senior
officials in KwaZulu-Natal and Mpumalanga
where the research was conducted. The general
sentiment was that the model works and should
be rolled out throughout the country. However,
when a similar question was posed to War Room
participants at community level a different story
emerged, a story that said both ward committees
and War Rooms are not working.
This research was conducted at a time when
communities were up in arms, protesting
regularly over service delivery challenges
while local government generally seemed to
be grappling with revenue generation of the
kind that would allow it to address service
delivery challenges more efficiently and
intergovernmental relations were a challenge
across all of government. The inefficiencies of
ward committees were by this time common
knowledge and War Rooms were the relatively
new thing that was often presented as an
alternative model that would deliver meaningful
33

inclusive service delivery. This research sought
to learn from provinces that have already
implemented the model and had tested it
over a couple of years. Senior government
officials who are tasked with implementing
the model were interviewed together with local
community representatives and members of
various community structures who regularly
participate in the War Rooms. Captured here is
a summary of findings from this research.

Research Findings

An overview of War Room functionality
in the Eastern Cape
Implementation and roll out of War Rooms
differs across the country. The Eastern Cape
has not implemented War Rooms in the
province’s two metropolitan municipalities
but concentrated rather on smaller perirural and rural municipalities. The rationale
behind this is that the province is prioritising
municipalities with capacity challenges. The
province and its partner municipalities have
also not finished implementing War Rooms
at ward level even in the pilot municipalities.
The first implementation challenge raised by
officials in the Eastern Cape had to do with
the capacity building of councillors and
their understanding of the concept of War
Rooms. It was noted that the pre-rollout
training programme had to be repeated for
both political leadership and administrators at
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the local level so as to meaningfully capacitate
them on the model.
A second challenge had to do with oversight
and accountability. Structures had to be
established at district level to oversee district
coordination and oversight and these were
never really fully operational.
At local level challenges around participation
and stipends arose. One official interviewed
from one of the district municipalities in the
Eastern Cape said that “one of the reasons
why War Rooms collapsed in this district
is because ward committee members are
paid and War Room members are not paid”.
Members who were supposed to have been
participating in War Rooms said that they
were not going to participate because they
do not get a stipend whereas ward committee
members do receive a stipend and their
participation in the War Room was therefore
paid for by government.
One of the officials interviewed from Eastern
Cape COGTA indicated that this challenge
of stipend payments was due to a lack
of understanding of the model and that
stakeholders participating in a War Room
failed to understand that they do not need to
be paid. She also said:
”If you are an SGB member and you
want to represent your SGB, why
must we pay you as a stakeholder?
The ward councillor gets paid as
the chairperson, the CDW as the
secretariat that is employed by COGTA
also gets paid. Who else must get paid,
because this is voluntary? If you don’t
want to participate in the War Room
that’s the decision of that organised
group, no one is forced to participate.
But we can’t say it’s unfair for them to
raise such questions because of high
unemployment and at the end of the
day, ward committee members are
also of the opinion that the R1 000
stipend is not enough. When people
don’t understand the model, you’ll get
such complaints.”
Lack of political intervention was cited
as another implementation challenge in
the Eastern Cape. Senior government
officials indicated that Democratic Alliance
led municipalities like Nelson Mandela

Bay, Koukamma and Sarah Baartman
municipalities opposed War Rooms and that
strong political engagements were required
to ensure buy in. While one official indicated
that “Buffalo City Metro’s internal political
challenges resulted in War Rooms not being
implemented here. The DA led municipalities
on the other hand view War Rooms as a party
political model being imposed by the ANC.
It is a government model that unfortunately
needs political intervention.” The official
went further to say:
“People who said go away, we don’t
want anything to do with this are the
ones who now call us to say that they are
now ready. But what does that mean? It
means that I must now go back and retrain them. With some, the training was
repeated four times. I spend most of my
resources on training.”
Institutionalisation was also raised as a
challenge in the Amathole District Municipality,
even though the rollout of War Rooms stands at
75% in the district. One official stated that the
War Rooms exist because a sign was posted on
34

the outside branding it a War Room, but there
is currently no war or warriors on the inside.
He says evidence of War Rooms activities did
not exist for many of these War Rooms: no
plans, no War Room forms, meeting agendas,
attendance registers, etc., nothing but yet they
get counted as part of the 75%. Officials from
the ADM noted the following as key challenges
with the War Rooms within the district:
• They lack stakeholder commitment,
departmental participation, involvement of
fieldworkers and meeting schedules;
• They have weak or broken referral systems
and feedback loops;
• Institutionalisation gaps exist that hinder
War Room functionality;
• Conflict between ward councillors and
CDWs hinder the work in the War Room;
• Absence of local and district War Rooms
constrains support and oversight for local
War Rooms making the dysfunctional
referral system even worse; and
• Continuous vacancies of CDW
positions that end up frustrating
the administrative and institutional
functioning of the War Room.
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On a positive note, War Rooms in
Mpumalanga seem to be doing fairly well.
These were established two years ago across
Mpumalanga. Still new (functioning for six
months), there was a notable excitement over
the model in most of the interviews conducted
in Mpumalanga. There was a general feeling
that the model is feasible and that it can work.
Because all civil society stakeholders (and not
only the councillor) constitute the War Room,
events are not duplicated and the space
is used for collective planning and events
coordination. It is also used as a space in
which participants hold each other to account
for decisions made. There also seems to be
a relative sense of trust amongst War Room
participants in Mpumalanga. There is a sense
in Mpumalanga that they were using the
War Room model to coordinate community
development and not necessarily government
service delivery – which is what the Eastern
Cape War Rooms seem to be focusing on.

An overview of War
Room functionality in
Mpumalanga

Room and this had made the ward committee
to be redundant. With all these challenges,
participants reported that other War Room
participants were committed to making the model
work for the development of their community.

Interviewees in Mpumalanga reported that the
‘agenda in the War Room is set’ by CDW’s in
consultation with the ward councillor and other
key people within the War Room. The ward
councillor is the chairperson of the War Room
and the CDW is the secretary. Many War Room
participants reported that the ward councillors did
not participate in the War Rooms regularly and
that in many wards there were conflicts between
ward committees and War Rooms with ward
committees feeling that War Rooms were taking
over their roles and functions within the ward.
One participant noted that in the manner that their
War Room is run, there is now no clear division
of roles between that which the ward committee
is supposed to be doing and the work of the War

Participants said that they do not have
problems with CDWs but accountability needs
to be improved. ‘In reality, CDW’s run War
Rooms in Mpumalanga’, said one interviewee.
One municipal official interviewed agreed that
War Rooms in Mpumalanga were promising
to deliver great results in being able to
coordinate planning and resources at local
level. They mentioned that implementation
of decisions agreed to takes place, especially
where provincial departments are involved
because CDWs are actively involved and they
report directly to Province. More often than
not, the municipality is kept out of the loop.
If the municipality wanted information on a
project being done in response to decisions
taken in a War Room, the municipality has to
access the information from province.
The general feeling of most interviewees
from Mpumalanga was that even though
the War Room model, if a fairly new one
and recently implemented, was promising to
rally different stakeholders into one room to
coordinate the manner in which development
happens. That the ward committee was
getting threatened was an issue they
believed could be dealt with in time. There
has been no dynamic of an opposition-led
municipality either implementing or rejecting
the model in Mpumalanga as there had been
in the Eastern Cape. Participants indicated
that it would be interesting to see if the new
administration would resource and support
the War Rooms in ways that the current
administration had.
One senior government official in Mpumalanga
noted that ”since the implementation of War
Rooms in Mpumalanga there has been a
decline in service delivery protests across
the province”. This they attributed to the
smooth and fast flow of information between
communities, sector departments and
stakeholders. They said that War Rooms
were transparent, raised social activism
and brought unity amongst community
stakeholders in Mpumalanga. Through
the War Rooms, communities are now
beginning to understand the process of
engaging with government.
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An overview of War
Room functionality in
KwaZulu-Natal
The success of the War Room model in
KwaZulu-Natal has been noted in detail
before. In fact if it were not for the bold move
of the leaders of KwaZulu-Natal to roll out
Operation Sukuma Sakhe at the time when
they did, the effectiveness of the model
would never really be seen at the scale that
it was. Many reports on the integrated Service
Delivery Model give glowing reviews of the
efficiency and effectiveness of War Rooms in
KwaZulu-Natal, so much so that with limited
resources, we debated whether to even go to
KwaZulu-Natal for this research.
However the research revealed that the
effectiveness and efficiency of War Rooms in
KwaZulu-Natal was a thing of the past, that
the province was mired in similar problems as
in other provinces if not more. The research
was conducted during the time when political
killings were rife in KwaZulu-Natal so much so
that even getting local War Rooms participants
to attend the focus group meetings and
engage in the interviews proved a challenge.
When they eventually did, it took a while to
get them to appreciate the safety of the focus
group space enough to open up.
The general sentiments of government officials
were that War Rooms were efficient, effective
and that KwaZulu-Natal had shown the country
how effective the model could be. These officials

still believed that the War Rooms were working
well and were addressing local community
service delivery needs and facilitating a
coordinated response from government. Local
War Room participants on the other hand felt
that the glory of War Rooms in the province
was a thing of the past. They mentioned similar
challenges as non-attendance of meetings
by government officials, poor oversight
mechanisms, weak referral mechanisms and
poor feedback loops, challenges between
ward councillors and CDWs in some places,
challenges between ward councillor and ward
committees etc. There were only two instances
where people felt that their War Room was
performing better than most and in those two
cases the War Rooms were chaired by portfolio
councillors who had relatively bigger political
clout than
a ward councillor.

What did this tell us?
War Rooms play a different role to that
of ward committees in that they do not
necessarily facilitate inclusive participation
of communities in government decisionmaking. War Rooms are a space for
facilitating a coordinated response to
service delivery in ways that appreciate the
wisdom, resources and capacities of local
communities and is transparent. War Rooms
do not necessarily do the kinds of long-term
planning and visioning that ward committees
and local communities participate in through
36

the IDPs. It is still not all that clear how War
Rooms interact with the IDP process and
other planning processes of municipalities
such as spatial development framework
development, municipal budgeting etc. But
then War Rooms are not just about local
municipalities, but are concerned with all of
government service delivery.
It would appear as though in wards where the
War Room focuses on coordinating community
development in general, it crafts for itself a role
outside of just government service delivery,
thereby facilitating meaningful opportunities
for partnerships and accountability. Where
the focus is on government service delivery,
the War Rooms seem to run into numerous
challenges as noted above.
Oversight of the kind envisaged in the
conceptualisation of the War Room seems
to be a problem. However the War Rooms
in Mpumalanga did not seem to require
the kind of oversight envisaged through
district and provincial War Rooms. Because
the Mpumalanga War Rooms dealt with
community development issues that fall
outside of government responsibility, a
government located oversight structure
would not add much value in the work of the
War Rooms. Instead it would take power for
oversight and accountability away from the
War Rooms where it needs to reside the most.
The rise and fall of War Rooms has a lot
to do with the leadership in the room
– the chairperson and the secretariat

Volume 20 Number 1

TRANSFORMER
J o u r n a l

who are ward councillors and CDWs
respectively. When a War Room’s service
delivery issues in focus are those that
are government driven, it makes sense
that government representatives such
as the ward councillor and CDW chair
the War Room. This War Room must
account to government more and thus

requires government institutionalised
oversight mechanisms that would ensure
that government spending is aligned to
government policies and regulations. But
when then issues in focus are community
developmental, resources are pulled
together by government and others, and
government plays less of a controlling role

of the War Room and power is distributed
to others within the War Room.

Conclusion

officials even in those provinces where the
model is not working as well believe it is.
There does not appear to be an attitude of
learning and reflecting underpinning the rollout of the War Room model.

for the challenges in the community etc.
One cannot understate the importance of
this approach in a country where citizens
have been demobilised for so long, forced
into a consumer mode where government
is the ultimate service deliverer.

The greatest contestation between local
government and their ward communities at
present is that mechanisms for facilitating
inclusive governance and participation in
service delivery are failing. People take to
the streets to protest in ways that reject ward
committees as mechanisms to facilitate
meaningful engagements of citizens in
local governance. There is a general view,
as confirmed through the interviews, that
ward committees have failed. War Rooms
are sometimes presented as alternative
mechanisms to ward committees and as
a means through which integrated service
delivery will be achieved. This research
shows that the War Room model works in
some places and not in others. The research
also indicates that senior government

While the implementation of the War Rooms
in Mpumalanga holds promise, at the time
this research was conducted, most of the
War Rooms had only been operational for
less than a year. It remains to be seen what
will happen to these structures with time.
What seems to be unique in the approach
with the Mpumalanga War Rooms is a
shift away from the coordination of only
government driven service delivery as
the core mandate of the War Room to a
community inclusive developmental one.
This is bound to breed community agency,
unity, a sense of collective responsibility

There are numerous other lessons one can
draw from this research and we continue to do
so. What is clear is that there are interesting
lessons that one can potentially draw from the
Mpumalanga War Rooms over time.

This does not in any way absolve government
of its service delivery responsibility, but rather
creates a space for citizen participation
in service delivery as partners rather than
consumers. This is the role that War Rooms
can and should play. It is a limited role, it is
a specific role. It is not all things in public
participation and it is not all things in local
governance. Even if War Rooms of the kind
envisaged here were in place, there would
still be a gap for organs of people’s power,
the mechanisms for facilitating inclusive
local governance. War Rooms are not that.
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