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A NEW HUMAN 
SETTLEMENTS 
PROGRAMME
What could an alternative human settlement 
programme look like that would be more 
up to the task of achieving the progressive 
realisation of the right to housing within a 
more reasonable period of time?

The Constitution of South Africa at S26.1 
and S26.2 calls on the state to take 
reasonable legislative and other measures 
within its available resources to achieve 
the progressive realisation of the right to 
adequate housing for all.  

Since the dawn of our democracy in the 
early to mid 1990’s, the state has pinned 
its hopes on the RDP¹ housing programme 
to realise this right. Generally the RDP 
housing approach is one where government 
provides, for those that qualify, 45 square 
meter houses on fully serviced sites and 
where beneficiaries receive individual title 
deeds. Qualification criteria² to benefit from 
this subsidy are, amongst other criteria, that 
the beneficiary must be 21 years or older 
and must be part of a household that has  a 
combined income of less than R3,500 per 
month (Department of Human Settlements. 
no date). 

The reality on the ground however shows 
that the RDP housing programme may not 
be up to the task of addressing the right 
to adequate housing within a reasonable 
period of time. According to an Urbanization 
Review for South Africa report (Gardner & 
Graham, 2018), government has estimated 
the present housing backlog for the country 
at 2.2 million housing units (page 15), and 
it is estimated that over the last three years 

delivery of new RDP houses has dropped to 
below 100,000 houses a year (page 18).  
This means that it will take about 22 years to 
address the housing backlog, without taking 
into account new household formation over 
this period.  

In the Eastern Cape Province it will take more 
than 46 years at present average annual 
housing delivery rates of just over 13,000 
houses per year to address the provincial 
housing backlog of 606,676 units³ (Auditor 
General of South Africa, 2018). This again 
does not include new household formation 
over this period. Based on statistics 
gleaned from the Buffalo City Metropolitan 
Municipality it will take up to 100 years for 
the metro to address its housing backlog and 
anticipated future 20 year housing demand 
at its current RDP housing delivery rates�.  

Given this reality, what could an alternative 
human settlement programme look like that 
would be more up to the task of achieving the 
progressive realisation of the right to housing 
within a more reasonable period of time?  It 
is proposed in this paper that the core of a 
possible new human settlement programme 
would involve three things:  firstly we need 
to find appropriate land for where people 
can live; secondly we need to service this 
land so people have at least access to basic 
services and some form of basic tenure 
recognition; and thirdly we need to put in 
place mechanisms to help people to house 
themselves. The following three sections 
look at each of these actions in more detail.

Action 1: Find the land 
Land for human settlement development 
can either be land that people have already 
occupied that is suitable for development or 
it can be new land that has been identified 
for this purpose (Umhlaba Consulting Group, 
2013; Eglin, 2017a).

In the upgrading context, government needs 
to conduct a feasibility analysis to determine if 
the land that people have occupied is suitable 
for upgrading (e.g. it is not too step, it is not 
in a flood plain, and it can relatively easily and 
affordably be accessed and serviced, etc.). 
Consideration also needs to be taken of the 
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municipalities Integrated Development Plans 
(IDPs) and Spatial Development Frameworks 
(SDFs) plan when making a determination of 
the suitability of land for upgrading.  A land 
audit needs to be conducted as part of this 
analysis to determine who owns the land. If 
the land is owned by government (be it state 
land, municipal land, or land owned by a 
government department or state owned entity) 
or the land is privately owned then government 
needs to follow the appropriate procedures to 
get the land transferred to the municipality 
(Umhlaba Consulting Group, 2013).

For the development of new land, the starting 
point when deciding which land to acquire is 
once again the municipality's IDP, SDF and 
Human Settlements sector plan. Generally 
new land should not be identified because it is 
already owned by the state or because the land 
owner wants to sell it, but it should rather be 
identified because it fits within a longer term 
development trajectory of the municipality 
and its acquisition contributes to the spatial 
restructuring of the municipal settlement 
area including reversing/ correcting apartheid 
spatial planning (Eglin, 2016).       

There are broadly two ways that government 
can arrange the transfer of land from the 
original land owner to the end users. The 
first approach involves the municipality first 
acquiring the land themselves, developing 
the land and then transferring it to the end 
user. The second approach involves the 
municipality entering into a land availability 
agreement with the present land owner in 
which it is agreed that the present land owner 
will retain ownership of the land while it is 
developed and the land is then transferred 
directly from the original owner to the end 
user with government just facilitating this 
process (Umhlaba Consulting Group, 2013).

No matter which of these two approaches 
are used government still needs to arrange 
with the present land owner to acquire the 
land for low income housing and settlement 
development purposes. The following provide 
examples of procedures for how the land 
could be acquired by government:  

• Obtain the land through donation.
• Negotiate a land swap arrangement 

where the state agrees to swap another 
piece of land it already owns, in an area 

not suitable for low income housing, that 
the seller is willing to swap for the more 
suitable land.  

• Negotiate a discount on the land 
price, especially if the land is owned 
by a government department or state 
owned entity. 

• Negotiate with the present land owner 
to purchase the land through the open 
market, reaching a purchase price that is 
agreeable to the seller.    

• Expropriate the land using the "just and 
equitable" clause in the Constitution to 
determine the compensation amount. This 
just and equitable compensation amount, 
depending on the unique circumstances 
associated with the land in question, could 
even be calculated to be at or close to zero 
compensation (Afesis-corplan, 2018).  If 
there are changes to section 24 of the 
Constitution dealing with land, this may 
give more clarity on the circumstances 
when zero compensation is justified.  

• Enter into a land readjustment agreement 
with the land owner (or group of owners if it 
is part of a land pooling arrangement) where 
it is agreed that government will develop 
the land, and once developed use a portion 
of this land for low income housing leaving 
the remaining portion of land for the original 
land owner or owners to use (Santos, Alorro 
& Goliath, 2017). The original land owner 
may be willing to accept this arrangement 
if they feel that the value of the smaller, but 
now serviced portion of land, is similar to 
the larger un-serviced portion of land they 
originally owned.   

In all these land acquisition mechanisms 
human and financial capacity and resources 
are needed to determine which land to 
acquire and to follow the land acquisition 
processes that have been identified for the 
land in question. Resources are also needed 
to pay the present land owner the land 
price that has been agreed. Funding for the 
installation of bulk services will also need to 
be considered at this stage, if the available 
bulk services are not adequate.  

When it comes to determining who will 
benefit from the land that is acquired, the 
municipality needs to consider the following 
categories of people (Eglin, 2017b): 

• Land occupied by informal settlements 

for which the municipality has determined 
that the informal settlement will be 
upgraded in-situ.

• New land for people from nearby informal 
settlements that need to be relocated.

• New land for people who have been 
identified from a municipal waiting list 
(usually on a first come first serve basis).

• New land for people from special interest 
groups such as from certain backyard 
shack areas, or people with a disability, 
or people that are part of an organised 
housing savings scheme, etc.

In all these land 
acquisition mechanisms 
human and financial 
capacity and resources 
are needed to determine 
which land to acquire 
and to follow the land 
acquisition processes that 
have been identified for 
the land in question.

Action 2: Service the land 
Once it is decided which land should be 
developed this land then needs to be 
serviced. Servicing the land involves marking 
out sites on the identified land that are 
allocated to identified households. These 
sites could be registered as formal erven and 
title deeds can be issued or they could be 
plots that are shown on a plan approved by 
the municipality for which no general plan is 
approved and no township register is opened 
(Eglin, 2017c; Afesis-corplan, no date). As 
a minimum this land can be serviced with 
communal water taps and communal toilets 
within an agreed distance for an agreed 
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municipality agrees to the layout plan for the 
area and they agree to the rezoning of the 
land from, for example, public open space 
or agriculture to residential development.  It 
also involves the municipality agreeing to the 
engineering services designed for the area.  

The process described above applies in both 
the in-situ and greenfield context, where for 
the in-situ context the services and tenure 
security is provided after people have settled 
on the land, and in the greenfield context 
the services and tenure arrangements are 
developed before people move onto the land. 
This process of providing (semi) serviced 
sites (or plots) and (at least basic) tenure 
security is referred to as managed land 
settlement (Afesis-corplan, no date; Eglin, 
2014; Eglin & Kenyon, 2017). The more that 
we are able to move towards servicing land 
prior to people occupying the land the better 
it is for the people (as they have somewhere 
to live), for government (in that they are 
able to direct settlement to those areas 
more suitable for development), and for 
existing land owners (in that their land is not 
unlawfully occupied by people in desperate 
need of land for settlement).

For those in-situ situations where it is 
determined for one reason or another that 
the settlement cannot be developed for 
permanent settlement but needs to be 

relocated, then some form of basic services 
and tenure recognition should be provided 
while people are occupying the land. 
This is because it may take some time for 
government to find and develop alternative 
land for these people. In situations where 
informal settlements are in very dangerous 
positions then this needs to be treated as an 
emergency situation.  

Anyone that lives in an informal settlement, 
no matter what their income status and 
subsidy qualifying status is, should be able 
to access basic services and some form of 
basic tenure recognition (but not necessarily 
individual ownership).  This could be on the 
land they already occupy if it is agreed by 
government and the land owner and others 
that they can stay, or it could be on the 
alternative new land that is identified for 
where these people are to be relocated.    

When it comes to the further upgrading of 
these informal settlements, or the upgrading 
of the settlements developed on the 
alternative land to which people have been 
relocated, then those people that are, for 
example⁵, older than 21 years of age and 
earn an income of less than R7,500 per 
month⁶ should be entitled to receive free 
access to services per site and to individual 
title deeds.  Those people who do not fall 
into this category (or do not qualify for some 
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minimum number of households. Services 
also include the provision of a basic storm 
water management system and a road 
network allowing people to move around 
the site even in bad weather conditions 
(Centre for Scientific and Industrial Research 
[CSIR], 2005). Access to playground, 
recreation, education, health, police and 
other public services and facilities should 
also be provided as part of the basic services 
package (CSIR, 2015).These services can be 
located within basic facilities (like temporary 
and emergency buildings or rudimentary 
structures that can be upgraded over time) 
and fenced areas with basic equipment and 
halls etc.

Prior to the municipality or the developer 
undertaking the above mentioned activities 
they will need to conduct various studies 
and obtain the necessary approvals for 
development to proceed (Department of 
Human Settlements, 2009).  This includes, 
for example, conducting geotechnical 
investigations, traffic impact studies, 
heritage impact studies, environment impact 
analysis etc. and obtaining environmental 
authorisation from the Department of 
Environmental Affairs.  Some of this work 
may be conducted as part of the feasibility 
investigations during the previous land 
acquisition phase.  It also involves obtaining 
municipal town planning approval, where the 

V o l u m e  2 0  N u m b e r  1

J o u r n a l
TRANSFORMER



6

Promoting active citizenship and good governance

other reason) should pay government for 
any subsequent service connections to the 
individual site and they should pay for the 
land purchase (this includes, for example, 
the costs associated with town planning, 
land surveying, conveyancing and actual 
land costs).  If they do not want to pay these 
costs they can continue to live in the area 
but will have to continue to use communal 
services and they will not receive title deeds.      

In greenfield situations (excluding those 
where people are relocated from an informal 
settlement that is discussed in the previous 
upgrading context) the land should only 
be made available, for example, to those 
people that are older than 21 and earn less 
than R7,500 per month�. Government and 
developers of this land can either start by 
providing semi-serviced sites without title 
deeds or they can skip this stage and start 
by providing individually serviced sites and 
title deeds from the start.   

Action 3: Help people to 
help themselves 
All those people who receive at least basic 
serviced sites and tenure security (whether 
through upgrading of informal settlements 
or managed land settlement) should also 
qualify to participate in a housing support 
programme (Eglin, 2017d). They should not 
receive any direct funding from government 
to build a house, but rather indirect support 
in the form of access to housing advice 
services such as information on how to build 

one’s own house and referrals to suppliers 
of construction goods and services as well 
as training in construction and/or how to 
manage a local building contractor. Support 
services that households can receive should 
also include access to bulk buying schemes 
where government’s role is to support 
the establishment and operation of these 
schemes and assist in negotiation of bulk 
material supply contracts.  Government 
should also support the establishment and 
management of savings and loan schemes 
by provide training to the organisers of 
these schemes and provide access to cheap 
loans that these schemes can on-lend to 
their members (KuyasaHousing Finance 
Company, no date; Federation of the Urban 
and Rural Poor, no date).

Those people who have received land and, 
for example, are also above 35 years of age 
and have an income below R3,500 per month 
should also then be entitled to participate in 
a modified version of the Peoples’ Housing 
Process.  In addition to the indirect support 
they are able to receive they should also be 
able to receive direct support (to the value 
of, for example, R60,000 per household) 
to build some form of incremental starter 
house. The beneficiary of the starter house 
should then be able to decide what the 
contents of this starter house could be.  Note 
this starter house is not the same as a full 
RDP house people are used to up to now. 
This starter house could be a shell house 
where the roof and outer walls are built or 
an elemental houses where only certain 
elements of a houses are provided like a 
roof-on-poles, shared walls, wet core or 
front façade of a house (Reek, 2000: Eglin, 

2017; Napier, 2002).  The beneficiary should 
also be able to decide how this house can be 
built such as using material vouchers to buy 
material and arranging their own labour or 
participating in a starter house construction 
scheme where government builds starter 
houses for a group of people.

For those that are above 60 years old and 
earn less than R7,500 per month, as an 
example, they should still be able to receive 
a more substantial subsidised core house 
(to the value of, for example, R120,000 
per house) where government arranges 
the building of the house and pays for the 
construction management, purchase of 
building material and labour costs.

Summary of a possible 
new human settlement 
programme 

Table 1 provides a summary of the types 

of support that government would provide 
different beneficiary groups within a new 
housing programme as described in the three 
action sections above. All households receive 
a basic level of services and tenure security, 
but as ones household income decreases the 
more one is able to obtain additional support 
and products from government.  Put another 
way, the more reliant a beneficiary group is 
on government support the more they are 
able to access from government.   



 
Table 2 provides a summary of the potential human settlement programmes that have been suggested in the preceding three action areas. Some of these 
programmes are a continuation or enhancement of existing human settlement programmes while others are new.

‘Beneficiaries’ All people Earn < R7,500 Earn < R3,500 Destitute & aged

Level of government support

Plot and basic services� Plot and basic services Plot and basic services Site and services

Indirect housing 
support⁹ Indirect housing support Indirect housing support Indirect housing support

Site and services¹º Site and services Site and services

Starter house direct 
housing support¹¹ Core house¹²
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Table 1: Level of government support for different beneficiary groups  

Potential programme Description of programme  

1. Get the land 

Land feasibility studies and approvals  
programme

For municipalities to conduct the necessary studies and research investigations, and obtain any 
relevant approvals needed to develop the land.  These studies will help determine which land 
needs to be acquired.

Land acquisition facilitation programme
To pay for the human capacity needed to negotiate for and acquire the land following the agreed 
land acquisition mechanism.

Land acquisition programme
For government to buy private land (and possibly also state/public owned land) needed for low 
income settlement development.

Bulk servicing programme  
For various government departments to design and install adequate bulk water, sanitation, 
electricity, roads and other bulk services.  

2. Service the land 

Informal settlement upgrading programme ¹³
To pay for at least basic services and tenure recognition for all informal settlements and also the 
upgrading to full services per site and individual title deeds in those informal settlements that 
have been identified to be upgraded in-situ.    

Managed land settlement programme ¹�
To pay for at least basic services and tenure recognition and also upgrading to full services 
per site and individual title deeds where appropriate.  Beneficiaries could include, for example, 
people over 21 years of age earning less than R7,500 per month. 

Socio-economic facilities programme 
To pay for at least a basic community hall, recreation facility, small business support hub, etc. in 
informal settlements and managed land settlement areas and the upgrading of these facilities 

over time.  
3. Help people help themselves

Housing support programme 
To provide a range of housing support services (e.g. access to building training and information, 
bulk buying schemes, cheap construction loans, etc.) to all people living in informal settlements 

being upgraded and managed land settlement areas.  

Basic starter house programme 
To provide a basic starter house package for those people that, for example, earn below R3,500 
per month and are above 35 years of age.

Core House programme 
To build a complete house for those that, for example, earn below R7,500 per month and are 
older than 60 years of age.

Table 2: Summary of potential human settlement programmes
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the proposed new approach (Eglin, 2014). 
This will require much more dialogue 
and awareness raising amongst all those 
involved in human settlement development.  
Communities and people affected by the 
failings of the present housing delivery 
approach also need to recognise that there 
are alternatives to business as usual, and 
they need to be organised to make claims 
for and demand new ways of thinking about 
housing and settlement development.  
Finally, in pursuit of changing mindsets, 
government as a whole needs to introduce 
new programmes and legislation in support 
of more incremental approaches.  

There are some promising signs that 
government is working towards the change 
in mindset that is still needed.  For example, 
in the 2019 South African budget vote 
speech by Minister Mboweni, government 
has recommitted itself to the upgrading of 
informal settlements, with the introduction 
of two new dedicated informal settlements 
upgrading grants coming into effect in 
the 2020/21 financial year¹⁶ (Division of 
Revenue Bill, 2019). This will put much more 
pressure on provinces and municipalities to 
implement and account for these upgrading 
funds.  Another indication of the emerging 
shift in mindsets is that the President, in his 
2019 State of the Nation Address, stated that 
“[w]e will also be expanding the People’s 
Housing Programme, where households 
are allocated serviced stands to build their 
own houses, either individually or through 
community-led housing cooperatives”. 
Furthermore the ruling party, the ANC, stated 
in its political manifesto for the 2019 national 
elections (ANC, 2019) that it will “[r]elease 
land at the disposal of the state for site and 
service to afford households the opportunity 
to build and own their own homes”.

The recent focus on the issue of expropriation 
of land without compensation has also re-
ignited the debate around how government 
can improve its land redistribution programme, 
with a recognition that urban land redistribution 
for settlement development needs to be part of 
any future land redistribution target. Royston 
as quoted by Bateman (2018) thinks that 
“we’re seeing an opening for a conversation 
about urban land reform in a way that hasn’t 
been present before”.

Recommendations and 
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The Finance Linked Individual Subsidy 
Programme, or FLISP as it is called, will also 
likely play an important role in any future 
comprehensive housing subsidy programme 
(Suttner, 2019).  This programme is however 
not investigated further in this article. More 
research is also needed to determine the need 
for programmes dealing with people living on 
farms and for people living in communal land 
areas.  There may also need to be a new human 
subsidy programme introduced, in consultation 
with the Department of Rural Development 
and Land Reform, to address the smallholder 
farming sector, so that appropriately located 
and serviced smallholder plots can be provided 
to small scale farmers (Eglin, 2017e).  

Changing mindsets
As shown in the introduction section of this 
article, the present RDP housing delivery 
approach is not up to the task of building 
sufficient houses rapidly enough for those 
that need land, services and housing.  
Further, as argued elsewhere (Eglin, 2017), 
the present RDP housing approach is also 
not creating quality environments that meet 
people’s needs and aspirations.  

The new human settlement programme that 
is proposed in this article requires a change 
in mindset of those responsible for planning 
and implementing a human settlements 
policy in the country.  The message that 
government is sending to its citizens at the 
moment is that "government will build a 
house for all who need it". If we, as a country, 
are to shift towards a more incremental 
approach to settlement development we 
now need a much more nuanced message 
that goes something like: "government will 
provide at least basic serviced and tenure 
secure land and help people to arrange to 
build their own houses, providing houses 
directly only to those most in need".  

Changing this messaging and changing 
mindsets in this way will not be easy.  
Much more work is needed to embed 
upgrading of informal settlements and 
managed land settlements into practice 
and get people to think beyond just the 
building of RDP houses. People need 
to see for themselves and understand 
what the challenges are with the past 
approach and what the advantages are of 

Other housing programmes 
This article does not provide a comprehensive 
list of all the possible human settlement 
programmes that could be part of any future 
human settlement policy: it only focuses 
on a few of the programmes that would be 
needed to accommodate a more incremental 
approach to settlement development.  Some 
future programmes that could form part 
of a more comprehensive set of human 
settlements programmes could be a 
continuation or slight modification of existing 
human settlement programmes while others 
could be new programmes.  

For example there may be a need to introduce a 
new programme for backyard shacks (Gardner 
& Rubin, 2017).  One interesting option worth 
pursuing is to consider conceptualising such a 
programme as a small business development 
programme rather than a human settlements 
programme, supporting households who want 
to provide entrepreneurial back yard rental 
accommodation (Hartmann, 2018). 

There will still be a need for an emergency 
housing programme to deal with people 
affected by natural disasters (like floods and 
fires etc.) as well as people facing eviction. This 
programme could be closely aligned with the 
Managed Land Settlement programme so that 
land is prepared in advance of need, and when 
emergencies happen there is already space for 
where these people can be accommodated.  
There will also still be a need for a Social 
Housing programme providing affordable 
and higher density not-for-profit rental 
accommodation in designated restructuring 
zones¹⁵; and there may also be a need for 
some form of public rental accommodation 
(maybe as part of some modified Community 
Residential Unit programme).  

A Special Needs Group Housing programme 
will also need to be introduced to 
accommodate people with disabilities, 
orphans, the chronically ill, victims of 
domestic violence, those people under 
substance rehabilitation, parolees, ex-
offenders and juvenile offenders, etc.  
(Project Preparation Trust, no date).This 
programme will need to be coordinated with 
the Department of Social Development to 
ensure the on-going costs of running these 
institutions are adequately covered.

Promoting active citizenship and good governance
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Conclusions 

the new Medium Term Strategic Framework 
(MTSF) for the period 2019 to 2024.  For 
example the introduction of upgrading of 
informal settlement targets in the 2014 
to 2019 MTSF (Department of Planning 
Monitoring and Evaluation, no date: 6 ) went 
some way towards shifting thinking away 
from just building RDP houses towards 
implementing the upgrading of informal 
settlements programme.  The introduction 
of further upgrading of informal settlement 
targets, together with new managed land 
settlement targets, housing support targets 
and land acquisition facilitation targets in the 
2019-2024 MTSF will similarly go a long way 
towards nudging future human settlement 
development away from simply building 

There is an opportunity with government’s 
commitment to the development of a 
new human settlements white paper 
(Department of Human Settlements [DHS], 
2018: 14) and to reviewing the housing 
code (DHS, 2018: 14) for us as a country 
to modify some of the existing programmes 
(like the Upgrading of Informal Settlements 
Programme) and to introduce new human 
settlement programmes like the Land 
Acquisition Facilitation Programme, a 
Managed Land Settlement Programme 
and the Housing Support Programme as 
described in this article.

There is also an opportunity to articulate new 
human settlement development targets in 

RDP houses towards more incremental 
approaches to settlement development.  

We are at a crossroads as a country.  We 
can continue along the existing path where 
it is mistakenly assumed that building RDP 
houses will result in all people of our country 
gaining access to land, water, sanitation, 
waste disposal, energy, housing and other 
needs within a short period of time, or we 
can take another more pragmatic and 
realistic path, one that embraces the new 
more incremental settlement approaches as 
proposed in this article.
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¹ RDP stands for Reconstruction and Development Programme, a 
programme of the first democratic government after the general 
elections in 1994 that promised to build 1 million houses within 5 
years.  Some people now call these houses BNG or Breaking New 
Ground houses, referring to the title of the new Human Settlements 
policy of 2004.  

²  The full list of qualification criteria are that one must: be a South 
African citizen; be contractually capable;.be married or habitually 
cohabit with a partner; be single and have financial dependants; 
earn less than R3500.01 per month per household; be a first time 
government subsidy recipient; be a first time home owner; be a 
single military veteran without financial dependant;. or a single 
aged person without financial dependants.

³ Note however that this backlog includes 476,285 traditional dwellings 
which could be argued do not constitute a housing demand. 

� Housing backlog of 57,000 households (BCMM BEPP 2015/6) 
plus anticipated future 20 year housing need (69,000 households 
assuming current population growth rates) divided by average of 
1,244 houses built per year (between 2007/8 and 2014/15 as per 
BCMM annual reports).  

⁵ These examples are provided to stimulate discussion. The exact 
categories here and elsewhere in this article will need to be 
further discussed and agreed by all involved. 

⁶ This income amount (and other references to income levels in the 
report) refers to the combined income of spouses and cohabiters.

� It may be advisable to also provide basic services and basic land 
tenure (not title deeds) to non land and services subsidy qualifiers 
on new land but this needs further investigation.  

� A plot can be a piece of land shown on a map but that is not 
registered with the surveyor general or for which a township 
register has not been opened.  Basic services can be communal 
ablutions and taps and basic gravel paths and storm water 
management systems.  

 
⁹ Indirect support includes training in building one’s own house, access to 

bulk material buying schemes, etc.  

¹⁰ Site and service includes sites registered in deeds registers (possibly with 
title deeds issued) and with water and sanitation per site.

¹¹ Direct support includes provision of funding from government that goes 
into the actual construction of an incremental starter house.  

¹² Core house involves government arranging to build a complete core 
house that the occupants can start using immediately. 

¹³ This will also need to cover town planning, land surveying, 
conveyancing, and engineering costs and it may also include 
geotechnical investigations and environmental studies etc. if they 
are required and have not been done as part of the feasibility studies. 

¹� See the previous footnote for what expenses need to be included.

¹⁵ A restructuring zone is an area identified by the municipality for 
higher density accommodation and where government is able to 
provide social housing subsidies (for rental or cooperative housing). 

¹⁶ These two grants will be resourced by taking funding from the 
Urban Settlement Development Grant and the Human Settlement 
Development Grant.  These two upgrading informal settlement 
programmes will also be piloted in the 2019/20 financial year by 
ring fencing funding from the two grants.  
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rapid transition and transformation over 
the last 25 years. Of course, the world has 
also changed dramatically in that period 
– the global economy is now much more 
interconnected, technology heavily and 
increasingly penetrates all spheres of life 
and there is a profound spatial reality to 
these economic shifts – the most obvious 
effects being rising inequality and its socio-
economic impact. These changes are most 
obviously and immediately visible in major 
cities and urbanised regions in many parts 
of the world.  

Consider that less than 30% of the labour 
force in South Africa occupies stable wage-
earning jobs compared to 63% in vulnerable 
employment, while many urban dwellers 
live in informal settlements².  This also 
means that the potential tax bases of urban 
governments are relatively small, creating a 
serious financial imbalance to address service 
delivery and economic infrastructure needs. 
Declining economic growth (a permanently 
changing oil and commodities cycle affecting 
African economies in particular), climate 
change, increasing inequality, security 
risks and migration patterns, as well as IoT 
continues to impose new and ever more 
complex challenges to the management of 
our cities, towns and villages.

The rapid nature in which the 
interconnected world is changing, 
coupled with unprecedented disruption 
and innovation which challenges the 
old order necessitates a shift in the way 
we do business and governance in the 
21st century. This new age, the age of 

THE 4TH INDUSTRIAL 
REVOLUTION: IMPLICATIONS 
FOR 21ST CENTURY LOCAL 
GOVERNANCE Reuben Baatjies

To many, the 4th industrial revolution is 
increasingly a buzz phrase or term that hints 
to the mystical, technologically orientated, 
virtual ideas of ‘the future’, bearing little 
direct relevance to their daily realities, 
struggles and quests for solutions. Terms 
such as autonomous machinery, artificial 
intelligence, virtual reality, the Internet of 
Things (IoT), 4G and soon 5G, 3D / 4D (to 
name a few) are intimidating to those outside 
of the business world, not least public 
officials who are often the last to wake up 
to any new trends and fundamental shifts in 
socio-economic realities.

This article grapples with some of the 
questions that many ask in conversations 
about the 4th industrial revolution. What 
is this 4th industrial revolution exactly and 
how does it, or is it likely to, affect the way 
we do things and most importantly, the kind 
of governance required in the 21st century? 
Is the 4th industrial revolution even relevant 
in our context at municipal level, or do we 
see it as the implementation of high-tech 
urban innovation exclusively modelled on 
developed countries and therefore bearing 
little relevance to our context? Can we even 
afford it?

Localising the revolution 

Before we delve into responding to these 
questions, let us first consider the context and 
environment within which local government 
finds itself. South Africa has undergone a 
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digitalisation and disruption, referred to 
by many as the 4th industrial revolution, 
seems likely to compound many of the 
developmental and governance challenges 
highlighted above, but also presents a 

The 4 Industrial Revolutions in brief

14

1st 2nd

3rd 4th

Mechanization, water power, steam 
power

Mass production, assembly line, 
electricity

Computer and automation Cyber Physical Systems
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huge opportunity to position municipal 
governance at the heart of localising 
people-centred growth and development. 

So, what is this 4th Industrial revolution? 

There are four well known and confirmed 
stages to the revolution. The diagram 
below summarizes the revolution in brief:
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The 1st Industrial Revolution (1760-1840)
• From hand production to machine production, coincided with agricultural revolution and land enclosures
• Use of steam, cheaper textiles, chemistry on large scale, bigger role of iron and steel
• For government – pollution, urbanization because of closure of guilds and rise of factories, urban poverty and crime

The 2nd Industrial Revolution (1870-1914)
• Improved on discoveries in the 1st Industrial Revolution, especially steam, iron and steel, machinery, efficient weapons of 

war (WW1)
• Railways, steam boats and machinery became common
• For government – the telegraph system, gas, sewage, factories, electrification, production/assembly lines
• Start of land use management and zoning 

The 3rd Industrial Revolution (1950-2000)
• Rise of the digital era, computers, digital record keeping
• Wide roads and freeways, industrial estates, mass electrification plants (coal, nuclear), further separation of land uses, growth of the 

post-WW2 New Town Movement, modernization of municipal revenue sources
• Also led to spatial dislocation - a tale of two cities with the rich increasingly opting out into gated estates and the poor being the burden 

of the state with declining resources 

4th Industrial Revolution (2005 onwards, and accelerating at massive rate post 2015)
• "This Fourth Industrial Revolution is, however, fundamentally different. It is characterized by a range of new technologies that are 

fusing the physical, digital and biological worlds, impacting all disciplines, economies and industries, and even challenging ideas 
about what it means to be human³” 

A careful consideration of 
what is changing and why 
it matters  
Consider that in 1998 Kodak had 170 
000 employees and sold 85% of all photo 
paper worldwide. Within just a few years, 
technological advances rendered Kodak’s 
business model outdated and the business 
went bankrupt. Software advances will 
disrupt most traditional industries given 
the pace of technological change and 
innovation and what happened to Kodak 
will happen in a lot of industries in the next 
10 years. 

Uber for example is just a software tool, the 
company does not own any fleet of cars of 
its own but yet it is the biggest taxi company 
in the world. Airbnb is another example, with 
no properties of its own but just software, 
the company is the biggest hotel company 
in the world. Computers have become and 

are rapidly becoming exponentially better in 
understanding the world. In 2016 a computer 
beat the best Go player in the world, 10 years 
earlier than expected.

It is anticipated that around the year 2020 
the motor industry will experience major 
disruptions in that many may not want to 
own a car anymore. Trends indicate that most 
children today will never get a driver's licence 
and will not need to own a car. Traditional car 
companies have been going the evolutionary 
route trying to build a better car while tech-
driven companies such as Tesla, Google etc. 
are taking the revolutionary approach and are 
building a computer on wheels. In time all of 
these changes will impact on cities because 
there will be less cars. It is possible at that 
time that parking space may be transformed 
into parks.

The 4th industrial revolution is bound to 
impact the way in which we understand 
the world of work. The majority of some of 

the most dominant jobs will disappear in 
the next 10-15 years making way for a lot 
of new jobs (jobs of the future). The rate 
at which conventional jobs will disappear 
is likely to be much higher than the speed 
with which new alternative jobs and suitable 
skills will be built. It is not clear if there will 
be enough new jobs in such a short space of 
time to replace those that disappear nor new 
demand for an expanding young population. 
Even in education, the anticipated impact of 
the revolution is huge. It is estimated that 
by 2020, 70% of all humans will own a 
smartphone  or roughly 5 billion cellphone 
users, compared to 1 billion at the turn of 
the century. That means everyone will have 
the same access to information and quality 
of education�. 

Like a wildfire racing across a veld, IoT 
is expanding rapidly and relentlessly. 
Vehicles, machine tools, street lights, 
wearables, wind turbines, and a seemingly 
infinite number of other devices are being 
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enabling tool to help us tackle our most 
pressing challenges such as sprawling 
populations and integrated urban living, 
reach and efficiencies of basic service 
provision and infrastructure demands, 
mobility costs, affordable and quality 
healthcare, improved citizen and community 
safety, social inclusion and others.

By their very nature cities⁹ concentrate 
on economic activity, governance and 
transportation. They are hubs that 
intersect the urban/rural, city/city, and 
city/country perimeters. Cities offer 
opportunities to expand access to 
services such as healthcare, education, 
public transportation, housing, electricity, 
water, and sanitation in an economically 
efficient manner. Urban dwellers also 
have access to larger and more diversified 
labour markets, and enjoy healthier lives 
overall. At the same time careless and 
unplanned urban growth threatens to 
undermine sustainable development and 
almost ensures that the potential benefits 
of city living are distributed unevenly. This 
fuels - rather than eradicates - inequality.

South Africa, like many African countries, 
experiences high levels of urbanisation. 
This puts pressure on cities to improve 

embedded with software, sensors, and 
connectivity at a breakneck pace. In 2016, 
5.5 million new things were connected to 
network infrastructure each day⁵. Gartner 
Inc. forecasted that 8.4 billion connected 
things would be in use worldwide in 2017, 
up 31 percent from 2016, and will reach 
20.4 billion by 2020. Total spending on 
endpoints and services will reach almost 
$2 trillion in 2017⁶. 

As IoT grows, so does the volume of data 
generated. Globally the data created by IoT 
devices in 2019 will be 250 times greater 
than the data being transmitted to data 
centres from end-user devices and 50 
times higher than total data traffic. Even 
as businesses, government agencies and 
other pioneering organisations take initial 
steps to implement IoT’s component parts 
- sensors, devices, software, connectivity 
- they run the risk of being overwhelmed 
by the sheer magnitude of the digital data 
generated by connected devices�.  

Essentially any idea designed for success 
in the 20th century is doomed to fail in the 
21st century. If it does not work with your 
phone, forget the idea. Data and its usage 
is likely to change who and how we govern 
and will influence the manner in which we 
make decisions about energy production, 
sewage management, communication, 
urbanization, employment and governance. 
IoT brings with it immense opportunities, 
but to fully explore its potential requires 
that we first have a clear strategy for 
tackling current economic, social, cultural 
and ecological challenges, and then to 
use the technologies available to think 
big, start small and scale fast�. 

Connecting city 
governance and 4th 
industrial revolution

It is undeniable that technology presents 
great possibilities to address the present 
developmental challenges facing us. 
However modernisation and smart solutions 
are not just about implementing technology 
for its own sake, but rather using it as an 

service delivery to residents, to provide 
economic diversification and to ensure 
greater operational efficiency. Given 
that almost a third of the country’s 
population are millennials, the country’s 
demographic makeup (including those 
younger than 18 who grow up with 
technology) points to an inevitable rise of 
smarter cities, as this generation and the 
one to come is filled with savvy users of 
advanced technologies including mobility, 
cloud, social, and big data analytics. The 
rise of jobless technologies and new 
technologies in services generation and 
reticulation should be our key focus. 

Structural unemployment, extreme 
dependence on social grants, high levels 
of urban poverty and violence, declining 
state and municipal income as well as 
growing levels of dissatisfaction and 
civil unrest are increasingly forcing 
government entities (whether national or 
local) to consider more efficient ways to 
deal with the rapidly rising demands.

The big question city administrators 
should ask is: how does one govern 
all of this and what does it mean for 
municipalities and local governance 
as a whole over the coming decade? 



Data overload and digital disruption is 
what this generation understands as 
normal, so what are the implications and 
opportunities this presents for locally 
connected governance? In effect we as 
a country ought to be asking ourselves 
how we could possibly harness the 
potential provided by technology of the 
4th Industrial Revolution to:

• Govern internally - using technology 
to improve efficiency whilst reducing 
labour and management costs;

• Govern externally - to engage with our 
citizens in ways that make sense to them; 

• Provide services through new ways 
of planning, providing and managing 
social and economic infrastructure; and 

• Manage escalating debt and discover 
new forms of local revenue generation.

It is no longer news that governance as a 
process is about to get far more complex. 
We cannot as a country (and as a people) 
be caught unaware when this happens. 
We need to rethink now how we want 
to address the increasing complexity of 
governance, in particular: 

• How to structure and modernise 
governance approaches to be more 
inclusive and people-centered, as well 
as linking up people with their activities, 
ecosystems and institutions; and

• How our cities and towns can pioneer 
and provide development modes and 
transformation models that are more 
sustainable and just.

The biggest challenge to this new agenda 
will be the local elites and the power they 
exert over local governments. These are 
the rich and poor who wield the greatest 
influence over local government decision-
making and whose priorities often become 
the priorities of local government, despite 
the best intentions of government to work 
for the common good. 

The possibility of using 
data and technology to 
advance the Constitutional 
objectives for local 
government 

As aptly articulated by Renzo Piano¹º,  
“the City is a place where exchange is 
physical and intense, rather than virtual. 
There is much talk about virtual culture, 
of newspapers being replaced by video, 
but the city remains the space in which 
we live together. When I imagine a city, I 
imagine it compact and dense, capable of 
generating intense relationships.” Indeed, 
liveable, integrated and connected spaces 
and places remains our objective, not 
digital cities. But while technology cannot 
fix complex social, political, ecological 
and cultural problems¹¹, it can be a 
strategic enabler and tool in enhancing 
reach and connectivity, efficiency and 
economies of scale. To holistically and 
accurately use technology to address 
such problems, municipalities need to 
transform their planning, governance and 
regulatory roles¹². 

The mandate of local government as 
articulated in the Constitution and the White 
Paper is as follows:
  
1. Provide democratic and accountable 

local governance to communities 
2. Ensure sustainable service provision 
3. Promote social and economic 

development (spatial transformation) 
4. Promote a safe and healthy environment 
5. Encourage the involvement of 

communities (and organisations) in 
municipal affairs 

6. Sound financial management and 
financial sustainability

7. Leading and learning (social learning 
for innovation) 

Many cities around the world, whose 
mandates are similar to those of South 
Africa’s local government, have already 
begun adopting new business models and 
technology to transform themselves and 
continuously improve, with a few innovative 

business models disrupting the way services 
are delivered. The manner in which urban 
infrastructure and services are being managed 
has attracted increased private-sector and 
entrepreneurial interest, with co-creation and 
collaboration being its foundations. However 
as much as technological tools and solutions 
are a useful aid, in and of itself, technology 
is not a silver bullet to addressing our cities’ 
governance challenges but is merely a tool 
that can aid solutions being more efficient 
and effective. Technology has little value 
if we don’t understand and/or resolve the 
underlying problems. 

For municipalities the opportunities for 
technological use would appear to be 
centred chiefly on:

• Building smart, connected and resilient cities 
- harnessing the value chain, efficiency and 
interdependence of the urban system and 
built environment (including small towns 
and the rural economy);

• Stimulating local action in building clean and 
green, healthy and sustainable communities;

• Modernising governance and staying 
in touch - technological innovation and 
connecting people to their ecosystems, 
institutions and services; 

• Revenue generation and financial 
management in a changing economic 
environment - rethinking Public Private 
Partnerships, infrastructure investment 
and innovative financing; and

• Building communities of purpose - 
enhancing resource efficiency and 
transparency through solution based 
and open (e-) procurement.

Municipalities are also being confronted 
by growing complexity within IT and 
operational systems and by the (dis-)
connection between digital and physical 
environments. There is a need to determine 
capabilities required and undertake the 
non-technical and technical investments 
and actions to effectively advance towards 
data and event-driven decision making. We 
have two options in the face of this reality – 
do nothing and suffer the consequences, or 
embrace ever improving cutting-edge data 
and technology solutions as a strategic 
enabler to tackling some of our most difficult 
spatial and development challenges. 
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Development Plans (IDPs) facilitate real 
transformation, inspire entrepreneurial 
innovation and partnerships and grow 
our pockets of excellence through 
encouraging more practical solutions in 
building inclusive local economies.

• Make sustainable choices / difficult 
trade-offs in expanding our infrastructure 
network and services to support our short, 
medium and long term housing, energy, 
transport, water and sanitation needs.

• Strengthen social accountability and 
people’s involvement in the modernisation 
and governance of municipalities.

• Learn from successful initiatives and 
share experiences among municipalities 
(for example, the smartest municipalities 
challenge – could be a benchmarking or 
knowledge sharing tool) 

A central question to be answered in responding 
to this challenge is what should the next (fourth) 
generation of IDPs (2021 -2026) entail to be a 
truly integrated,   transforming and economic 
catalyst?  This would mean looking at efficient 
land use and transport systems, alternative 
ways to provide essential services (water, 
electricity, sewage etc.), as well as governance 
models that need fewer resources but harness 
greater synergies and integration. 

⁶ h t t p s : / / w w w. g a r t n e r. c o m / e n /
newsroom/press-releases/2017-02-
07-gartner-says-8-billion-connected-
things-will-be-in-use-in-2017-up-31-
percent-from-2016 

� Andy Daecher & Robert Schmid, The 
Internet of Things: Think Big, Start Small, 
Scale Fast -, February, 2016

� Andy Daecher & Robert Schmid, The 
Internet of Things: Think Big, Start 
Small, Scale Fast -, February, 2016

⁹ In the global context, cities mean 
municipalities and it is important to note 
that many ‘cities’ in the world are far 
smaller than our smallest municipalities. 
Cities as used here therefore does not 
mean metros or secondary cities as 

we’ve come to know it in South Africa. 
The South African view of ‘cities’ is quite 
uncommon and not shared in many 
countries in the world. 

¹⁰ Pritzker Prize laureate, Italian Architect, 
www.rpbw.com

¹¹ Edgar Pieterse, THE GLOBAL SOUTH 
& THE URBAN OPPORTUNITY, African 
Centre for Cities - University of Cape 
Town, February 2014, pg 13 

¹² World Economic Forum, Industry Agenda, 
Inspiring Future Cities & Urban Services 
Shaping the Future of Urban Development 
& Services Initiative, April 2016, pg6

Conclusion
The 4th industrial revolution is a reality and 
brings with it change which our cities have to 
adapt to. Undoubtedly there is a need to invest 
in a greater understanding and awareness 
around the opportunities that the emergence 
of the IoT and the 3rd platform technologies 
(big data/analytics, social, mobile and cloud) 
offer. African countries, businesses, and 
consumers are increasingly embracing the 
future of technology, anticipating that the wave 
of innovation will lead to increased prosperity. 
As a result many of our municipalities are 
already engaged in smart city transformation 
activities in order to improve the quality of life 
of their citizens, enhance the experience of 
businesses and provide an environment that 
is conducive to economic development.

We need to build on the foundations of 
the last two decades of democratic local 
governance and take the opportunity in the 
context of the 4th industrial age to:

• Transform our spaces through building 
inclusive and sustainable local 
economies based on local solutions, 
particularly through ensuring that the 
current and next generation of Integrated 

If we are to make significant inroads in our 
transformation and development agenda 
then this 4th Industrial Revolution and 
Sustainable Development Goals era provides 
a real opportunity to fashion a realistic 
and sustainable development path (which 
may be different in each locality) aimed 
at achieving spatial justice while creating 
inclusive economies based on sustainable 
resource use and ecological regeneration. 
We need a holistic approach to space 
development that ensures the execution of 
a smarter approach to integrating strategy, 
finance, processes and connecting people. 
We need to use technology and big data 
in ways that help us build cohesive and 
inclusive spaces and places.

We should think big, start small and scale fast. 
It is always lots of little steps, not a singular big 
one, that makes the giant leap forward. 

As for the cost argument I only have this to 
say: can we afford not to take advantage 
of this technological age to modernise 
our governance approaches and connect, 
scale and leverage the opportunities it 
presents? To ignore exploring and tailoring 
its potential benefits to our needs may in 
time prove to be very costly indeed! 
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Introduction
Public participation is one of the key tenets 
of a democratic system of governance 
and one of the core principles of good 
governance. South Africa has embraced 
the right for citizens to participate in policy 
and decision-making to an extent that it is a 
right that can be demanded, defended and 
protected. Public participation is one of the 
foundational principles of the Constitution 
and is embedded in the country’s legislative 
framework. In a number of cases, the 
Constitutional Court has established that 
public participation is so important in 
South Africa, so much so that it is the only 
requirement for which exemption cannot 
be given (O’Regan, 2017). This is because 
the public, under South African law, has a 
right to be informed about decisions and 
laws that may affect them and be afforded 
an opportunity to influence those decisions 
and laws.

Despite the existence of this progressive 
legislative framework that supports public 
participation across all the three spheres of 
government, meaningful inclusion of the public 
in government decision- and policy-making 
remains problematic. Research has shown time 
and again that government largely facilitates 
public participation to meet its compliance 
requirements as opposed to facilitating 
meaningful opportunities for co-creation and 
consensus-building (Fuo, 2015; Baez-Camargo 
and Gatwa, 2018; Theron, Maxhegwana and 
Draai, 2015). This is more glaring in local 
government, the one sphere tasked with 

the most responsibility for facilitating public 
participation, and the one closest to the people 
(Eglin and Ngamlana, 2015). 

This lack of meaningful opportunities for the 
public to participate in local governance has, 
over time, led to a growing divide between 
government and citizen. This in indicated by 
a growing spate of service delivery protests 
and the implementation of poor quality 
government development programmes 
(Eglin and Ngamlana, 2015; McCrindle and 
Selebalo, 2016; Munshi, 2016). Due to a lack 
of meaningful measures for accountability in 
local government, corruption increased to 
alarming proportions. Presently only a third of 
South African municipalities are functional in 
being able to meet the minimum standard of 
efficiency expected of them. The rest require 
support of varying degrees (CoGTA 2018¹,  
CoGTA, 2009 ). This means, amongst other 
things, that the local government project is in 
trouble and service delivery is under threat.

One of the key factors that has led to the near 
collapse of the local government project is 
the manner in which public participation is 
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"...government largely facilitates public 
participation to meet its compliance 
requirements as opposed to facilitating 
meaningful opportunities for co-creation 
and consensus-building."

Nontando Ngamlana
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facilitated in local government. The public is 
not viewed and afforded space to co-create 
as a key partner in local government decision-
making but is rather treated as a ‘stakeholder’, 
an ‘invited guest’. Its role is to give input and 
opinion while those who know best (the public 
officials, elected political representatives 
and technocrats) make the decisions that 
they believe to be in the best interest of the 
community. Technocrats and experts are 
accorded greater space to influence decisions 
made, sometimes to the detriment of others 
who have the right to be involved. This has 
led to development interventions that are not 
targeting communities pressing needs, poor 
monitoring of development programmes, 
an over-reliance on consultants for service 
delivery, lack of ownership of infrastructure 
developed, poor accountability, transparency 
and openness, and ultimately has created a 
general perception that local government is 
not  working. 

Central to the challenge of public 
participation in local government is 
the current “infrastructure” for public 
participation which, in its present design, 
is not able to deliver the kind of public 
participation envisaged by the 2017 
Report of the High Level Panel on the 
Assessment of Key Legislation (HLPKL). 
The report notes that:

“[t]he original conceptual framework for citizen 
participation in local government is limiting and robs 
local government of the opportunity to tap into the 
capacity, the energy and resources that rests within 
citizens to drive change. There is a need to rethink 
the role of active citizens in local governance as co-
drivers of change. The existing framework for citizen 
participation only enables the public to participate as 
invited guests in local government processes as opposed 
to partners and co-creators. This argument is derived 
from the emphasis on the term to ‘encourage and to 
consult’ in Section 152 (1) of the Constitution, in 
Sections 1 and 4 of the Municipal Systems Act, and in 
Section 19 of the Municipal Structures Act.” (page 402)
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Infrastructure in this paper refers to the 
basic elements that need to be in place to 
facilitate public participation, such as the 
legal framework, the resources (human and 
otherwise), the organized and otherwise civic 
groups etc. This paper identifies some of 
the elements of the existing infrastructure 
for public participation in local government, 
discusses challenges with each element and 
makes some preliminary recommendations 
for how these challenges can be addressed.   
The paper presents a snapshot view of what 
the challenge is when looked at from a holistic 
perspective. The aim is to contribute to an 
ongoing conversation on public participation in 
local governance.

A snapshot view of the 
existing infrastructure for 
public participation

South Africa has a public participation 
infrastructure that occupies a great deal 
of our time, money and political capital. 
This infrastructure is made up of the 
following elements: 

1. The legal framework for participation: 
the laws that support and regulate how 
participation must happen.

2. The human resources: the human 
resources and skilled civil servants whose 
jobs are to facilitate public participation.

3. Civil society: organizations outside of 
government whose work and activities support 
public participation and ensure it happens.

4. Accountability of elected representatives: 
mechanisms to hold public representatives 
to account.

5. Citizens’ capacity to participate: the 
programs that are in place to build the 
capacity of citizens to participate. 

6. Legal mechanisms to defend participation: 
the institutional mechanisms put in place to 
defend the right of citizens to participate. 

1. The legal framework for 
participation

There are numerous laws, policies, guidelines 
and rules that regulate public participation 
in the decision-making processes of 
government. Examples include section 195 of 
the Constitution, the Municipal Systems Act, 
the Municipal Structures Act, the Municipal 
Planning and Performance Management 
Regulations, the Batho Pele White Paper and 
many others. These laws exert great influence 
on how participation happens, how it is 
resourced and how it is facilitated.  One major 

limitation of the present legislative framework 
is that it fails to provide mechanisms through 
which unstructured, uncensored and 
innovative forms of participation can thrive. It 
views these as obstructive and delegitimizes 
democratic innovation that falls outside of the 
legislated prescripts. 

As it stands, the present legislative framework 
has created a high demand for compliance, 
and compliance tends to trump innovation 
and quality.  The legislative framework falls 
short of providing mechanisms to support and 
protect innovative and potentially effective 
forms of participation that fall outside the 
ambit of compliance. 

A second limitation lies in that, in 
institutionalizing public participation, there 
are no mechanisms intentionally put in 
place to facilitate the transfer of power 
from public officials and politicians on the 
one hand, to citizens on the other, during 
public engagements. Presently all agenda-
setting and decision-making power rests 
with public officials and/or politicians. Within 
the present legislative framework in local 
government, citizens have very little influence 
on recruitment of senior public officials, 
performance monitoring, oversight, and have 
no power to recall their elected public officials. 
In holding to account, citizens are rendered 
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‘toothless’ unless they innovate and devise 
various strategies and tactics, outside of the 
legally provided for platforms, to demand 
accountability and exert greater influence in 
decision-making.

Thirdly, the legislative framework does 
not facilitate the brokering of relationships 
between citizens and the state in responsive 
ways. The law creates a box within which all 
communities and all of government must fall. 
However communities' social, economic and 
political dynamics differ; their capacities differ, 
so do their needs and reasons for participating 
in public affairs. While it is commendable of 
government to create rules for how the public 
must be engaged in key decision-making 
processes, it ought to do this in ways that 
allow for creativity, agency and innovation. 
This will take different shapes and different 
forms from one community to the other. 

2. The human resources

In recent years it had become standard 
practice in municipalities across the country 
to employ people whose responsibility is 
the facilitation of public participation. This is 
a step in the right direction as it indicates 
the municipality’s intention to facilitate 
meaningful involvement of the public in local 
governance. However there are very few 
programs across the country’s universities 
and colleges that prepare civil servants for 
this task. It is assumed that these officials 
will ‘learn it by doing it’. Facilitating public 
participation is much deeper than the 
events-organizing tasks that it is sometimes 
reduced to be in many municipalities. It 
involves the building of and sustaining of 
relationships; it is about assessing skills 
and capacities of communities and rallying 
those in ways that contribute to the strategic 
goals of a municipality. The requisite skills 
for this kind of work are complex: a hybrid 
of different disciplines that range from 
sociology, social facilitation, planning, 
communication etc. Public participation 
personnel often need to facilitate the transfer 
of power in public participation processes 
in ways that build agency and unlock the 
potential of communities. This is a difficult 
task to achieve in that the institutionalized 
mechanisms through which they must 
achieve this are not designed to support this 

agenda, and the present political context in 
the country is not in support of this either. 

3. Civil society

Civil society refers to those organizations 
outside of government who mobilise and 
organize to support public participation in 
local government. There are a number of 
these in South Africa, some formally organized 
and others informal, loose associations. 
Over the years this civic space has become 
polarized with different views on how public 
participation must happen, all influenced by 
different interests. 

There have also been a number of ‘models’ and 
‘tools’ for participatory planning, participatory 
implementation and participatory monitoring 
that have been developed and tested by 
civil society and there has been a push for 
government to adopt these to improve public 
participation. Some of these tools demand 
high levels of literacy and technical expertise 
and are not accessible for communities to 
use on their own, leading to an over-reliance 
on technical advisors to communities in their 
engagements with government.

In its efforts to improve public participation, 
municipalities get caught up in piloting 
different civil society-initiated models which 
not only exhaust the supporting staff, but 
exhaust the communities in which these are 
implemented. Furthermore the competition 
for government attention and the push by 
civil society to have government embrace one 
model over others has meant that there have 
been greater levels of unhealthy competition 
within civil society as well. 

Over the years there have been very few 
community-initiated and organic forms 
of engaging government that have been 
documented and replicated in responsive 
ways. Many of the organic forms of engaging 
government that most of the social movements 
are employing are not as community-driven 
as they are made out to be. They are rather 
driven by some organized structure behind 
the community. Perhaps it is true that South 
Africa is a relatively new democracy and 
that participation in government processes 
requires a level of technical literacy that has 
not yet matured in civil society. It is therefore 

possible that communities will still require 
the assistance of some partner to hold their 
hand as they engage government, especially 
in demanding accountability. If that is the 
case, we need to devise strategies to build the 
capacity of communities to engage on their 
own in the near future.

What is true of civil society is that it rarely 
organizes itself along ward boundaries. 
The notion that there exists ‘sector-interest 
groups’ organized along ward boundaries 
from which ward committee members can 
be drawn is a misnomer. It is therefore not 
surprising that the ward committee system 
ran into so many problems because its 
foundational design was flawed.

Finally, across the country, municipalities 
appreciate and value the business sector 
as a key stakeholder to be consulted on key 
decisions. Municipalities sadly underestimate 
the value of civil society, whether organized or 
not, in mobilizing the capacity and energy of 
its citizens to contribute to the developmental 
goals of the municipality. They underestimate 
the capacity that rests within civil society, 
academia, the youth, and other ordinary 
people to provide innovative solutions to 
local developmental and service delivery 
challenges and prefer that of technical experts 
drawn largely from the business community. 

In doing this, municipalities position 
themselves as the sole providers of solutions 
for most, if not all, of the service delivery 
problems in their jurisdiction. The private 
sector is contracted in to provide technical 
support. This breeds a culture of dependency 
where citizens are demobilized from co-
creating and innovating. The long-term 
effects of this cannot be under-estimated. 
No amount of business investment can 
counter the effects of a demobilized citizenry 
whose agency has been clipped. The present 
institutionalized “box-ticking” mechanisms 
for citizen participation do very little to 
harness the creative ability of civil society.

4.  Accountability of elected 
representatives

 
There are numerous research reports that have 
focused specifically on the ward committee as 
a mechanism for public participation (McComas, 
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2001; Collingwood and Reedy, 2012; Mkwanazi, 
2013; Ngamlana, 2016; Freedom House SA, 
2017; and Ngamlana and Coopoo, 2018). In this 
paper we will not revisit this conversation. The 
focus of this paper is on the electoral process 
as there is a growing realization that those in 
power do not necessarily represent the public 
interest³. In local government, a hybrid of a 
proportional representative system and a direct 
electoral system is in place. 

The challenges with the proportional 
representative system are rather obvious 
in that citizens vote for the political party 
of their choice and political representatives 
are selected from a party list that voters did 
not necessarily help create.  Once in public 
office, citizens have limited or no power to 
recall these individuals. 

The election of ward councillors follows a 
different process. These are elected directly 
by ward communities based on their stated 
ability to represent the interests of the ward. 
These individuals are allowed, in terms of the 
electoral laws, to align with political parties for 
greater support and backing (financial and 
otherwise).  However many of these individuals 
prefer to campaign as independent candidates. 
It is argued by some (Mkwanazi, 2013; 
Ngamlana, 2016, Ngamlana and Coopoo, 
2018 and Freedom House SA, 2017) that the 
political party alignment of ward councillors is 
necessary for influencing key decisions within 
municipal councils, as the crux of the debates 
and discussions happen within political party 
caucuses. Parties take positions in caucus on 
certain issues and within council, they, as a 
block from whichever party, stand by the caucus 
decision. This puts an independent councillor 
at a disadvantage as they fail to influence the 
debates when it matters most, before decisions 
and positions are taken.

In the end ward councillors end up paying 
allegiance to their political parties of choice as 
opposed to the communities that elect them into 
office. Furthermore the legislative framework 
as it stands denies communities the right to 
recall their elected ward representatives. This 
decisions lies with a Member of the Provincial 
Executive. With no threat of recall and with 
political ambitions, ward councillors have no 
incentive to account to ward communities.

While most political leaders enter into politics 
as well-meaning, public-spirited individuals, in 

the process of trying to make it onto the list and 
to rise through the ranks of the party, they lose 
sight of the common good and focus on career 
advancement. To make it to the higher echelons 
of the political parties, politicians have to please 
higher ranks and other political party factional 
interests in whose hands their political future 
lies. Social scientists have shown that when 
someone enters a profession they, consciously or 
unconsciously, become subjected to the pressure 
to conform to the norms of that field. Politicians 
are no different, even the most determined and 
well-meaning will, upon taking office, learn ‘not 
to rock the boat’ and to go with ‘the way things 
are done around here’ and ultimately conform 
(Nabatchi and Amsler, 2014). This has indeed 
been the case during the last few years in the 
country where we have seen rampant corruption 
and looting of state coffers in what is now known 
as ‘state capture’.

This is the crux of the argument advanced by those 
who suggest doing away with institutionalized 
mechanisms for public participation (Munshi, 
2016, Ngamlana and Coopoo, 2018). They 
argue that the institutionalized spaces are 
subject to manipulation by political elites for their 
own narrow interests as has been the case with 
the ward committees.  They argue in support of 
organic forms of participation which they believe 
are not as easily manipulated. This paper argues 
that both the institutionalized and organic spaces 
are needed to strengthen good local governance.

5. Citizens’ capacity to 
participate

 
Many organizations, that have championed civic 
education in the past (including Afesis-corplan, 
the Socio-Economic Rights Institute of South 
Africa, Planact, BESG to name a few) have for a 
long time advocated  a strategic and deliberate 
approach to civic education, one which focuses 
on building civic agency. Civic education is a 
process through which the capacity of citizens 
to self govern is built. An environment that best 
supports self governance is one in which the 
potential, capacity and creativity of citizens is 
appreciated and space is created for them to 
innovate and realize this potential. There is a great 
need for the kind of education that builds civic 
agency because each new generation includes 
new people that must acquire the knowledge, 
learn the skills, and develop the dispositions 
and traits of private and public character that 

underpin a constitutional democracy. Psychology 
has shown that the habits of mind as well as 
the habits of the heart – the dispositions that 
inform the democratic ethos – are not inherited 
(Lamons, 2012).  Empowering civic education 
is therefore crucial in preparing young South 
Africans for citizenship and for civic life. 

The present approach to civic education is 
not fit for this purpose. For example instead of 
teaching people why they must vote and how 
the process of voting impacts on the daily lives 
of voters – the why of voting, the IEC and others 
focus on how to vote. Municipal sponsored civic 
education tells communities how government 
is structured and not how this structure affects 
people’s daily engagements with the municipality 
and how they can engage with government in 
accessible ways. As a result only government 
seems to understand where cooperation lies in 
the notion of cooperative governance as citizens 
still get sent from pillar to post while government 
systems remain unsynchronized and in silos. For 
example civic education does not seek to build 
the capacity of citizens to co-create and partner 
with government and to contribute to the well 
being of their municipalities. A revised approach 
to civic education necessitates a revision of the 
manner and mechanisms through which citizens 
engage with the state. Otherwise what will be 
the point of building the capacity of citizens to 
engage in governance in creative ways only to 
close spaces for them to co-create?  

6. Legal mechanisms to 
defend participation 

Existing mechanisms built into law for 
the defence of the right to participate are 
inadequate, inaccessible, often expensive 
and at times inappropriate. The process of 
removing an ill-performing ward councillor 
is a case in point. The Municipal Structures 
Act dictates that only a MEC responsible for 
local government in a province has the power 
to remove or suspend a councillor, after 
numerous investigations and submissions. 
The ward community that elects the ward 
councillor has no power to recall the person 
once elected to office. The same is true for the 
recourse mechanism built into the Promotion 
of Access to Information Act (PAIA) where a 
person or entity once denied access to what 
they believe is information that should be in the 
public domain, must, after numerous attempts 
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Element of the 
infrastructure Some of the challenges discussed in the paper

1. The legal 
framework for 
participation

•  It fails to provide mechanisms through which unstructured, uncensored and innovative organic forms of 
participation can thrive;

•  It has created a high demand for compliance and compliance trumps innovation and quality;

•  There are no mechanisms to facilitate the transfer of power which is necessary for co-creation; and

•  It does not facilitate the brokering of relationships between citizens and the state in responsive ways.

2. The human 
resources 

•  They lack the requisite capacity to facilitate the kind of citizen participation necessary to achieve a vision of a 
developmental local government;

•  Very few institutions across the country offer the kind of multi-disciplinary training that would equip these 
officials with the requisite skills for facilitating the kind of public participation that this paper is calling for.

3. Civil society •  There is no consensus amongst civil society on what ‘good’, ‘effective’ and ‘meaningful’ public participation 
looks like;

•  There are numerous models and tools for facilitating inclusive participation – in local government 
planning, implementation and monitoring – and there is a great civil society push for government to 
adopt one or the other (or sometimes all) leading to competition within and amongst civil society and 
fatigue from government in trying different approaches;

•  Most of the civil society devised models and tools are highly technical, requiring communities to depend on 
some technical support to implement;

•  Generally, municipalities underestimate the capacity that rests within civil society for the advancement of 
the goals of a developmental local government; as a result they do not value civil society as much as they do 
business for example.

4. Accountability 
of elected 
representatives

•  The dual electoral system in local government poses challenges for accountability.
•  In the proportional representation system, citizens have very little influence over who makes it into the 

political party list and no power to get them off the list. As such these deployed individuals account to 
their political parties.

•  In the direct representation system, the ward councillor once elected from the ward community aligns 
with his/her political party, for various reasons, and accounts to the same. Ward communities have very 
little power to recall these individuals once they vote them into power.

•  While most politicians have great public-spirited intentions for entering into politics, they tend to lose sight of 
the common good as they pursue political career advancement.

5. Citizens’ 
capacity to 
participate 

• Citizens generally lack the capacity to participate in local governance in ways that contribute to the vision of a 
developmental local government.

• Civic education is not targeted at building the capacity and skills necessary for civic agency.

6. Legal 
mechanisms 
to defend 
participation 

• The legislated mechanisms are inadequate, inaccessible, often expensive, and at times, inappropriate;

• Institutionalized mechanisms are either poorly capacitated or those who lead them lack the political will to 
listen to and address grievances raised by communities or both;

• Sometimes the only recourse mechanism left to aggrieved communities is to protest.

to get the information from a state institution 
(or private body), litigate.  This is assuming that 
there exists legal support at the community 
level for poor and marginalized communities 
to access this recourse mechanism. 

Accessibility of relevant, up to date and 
accessible information to citizens is critical 
to inform how they position themselves 

to engage local government. Protests 
have proven to be the one mechanism 
available to citizens that deliver results in 
the shortest timeframes, simply because 
the recourse mechanisms built into law 
are either inappropriate or inaccessible.  
The institutional mechanisms such as the 
petitions committees, oversight committees, 
municipal council, etc. have also failed 

dismally to provide meaningful recourse for 
communities when called upon to do so. The 
challenge with these institutions has much to 
do with their capacity and political will. 

The table below summarizes some of the key 
points raised above with each element of the 
infrastructure for public participation.
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Conclusion
For a long time now many have argued that 
the manner in which public participation is 
conceptualized, legislated and facilitated is 
problematic in many ways. Many have either 
looked at the legislative framework and 
have tried legal reforms to strengthen public 
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WAR ROOMS: AN ALTERNATIVE 
TO WARD COMMITTEES? 

 The research reflected upon 
in this paper concludes 
that war rooms are not 
a viable alternative for 
facilitating meaningful 
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 

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. 

Some of the key findings from the 
research were:

• 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. 

Sikhander Coopoo
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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. 

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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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 
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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.

• 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.

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)
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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:
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Ward Committees War Rooms

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

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.

Participation is restricted to 10 community members representing 
specific portfolios.

Participation is open to all community based organisations, 
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.

Ward 
Committee Ward Aids 

Committee

Women's 
Forum

LGBTQI Forums

Faith Based 
Organisation

School 
Governing 

Bodies

Clinic 
CommitteesHuman Rights 

Forum
Business

Community 
Policing Forums

Co-operatives

Youth Groups

Disability 
Forums

Non 
Government

WAR
ROOM

Key Community-based Structures involved in the War Room
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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).



Community Partnerships 
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.

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.

Integrated Service Delivery
All government departments, local municipalities, 
businesses and civil society including Non-
Governmental Organisations (NGOs), Faith-
Based 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. 

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 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, non-
governmental organisations, community-
based 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. 

Environmental Care
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. 

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 Operation   
  Masiphathisane

• Free State Operation Hlasela
• Gauteng Ntirhisano Service   

  Delivery War Rooms
• KwaZulu Natal Operation Sukuma  

  Sakhe
• Limpopo District War Rooms on  

  Water
• Mpumalanga Operation Vuka   

  Sisebente
• Northern Cape *Nothing
• North West *Nothing
• Western Cape 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 

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 KwaZulu-
Natal Premier Dr Zweli Mkhize, re-
launched the programme under the name 
‘Operation Sukuma Sakhe’, which means 
‘Stand up and build’.

Community Behaviour 
change

Integration of  
Government 

services
Economic 
Activities

Environmental 
Care
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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:
 

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

“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 
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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 peri-
rural 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 re-
train 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 

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

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 

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. 

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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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 decision-
making. 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 

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 

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 
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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 

Conclusion
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 
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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 

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 roll-
out of the War Room model.

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 

Qupe, Z. 2016. Integrated Service Delivery 
Model, Operation Masiphathisane and the 
Establishment of War Rooms.

Strategic Position of Operation Sukuma 
Sakhe. Province of KwaZulu Natal.
                
Key Informant Interview with Eastern Cape 
COGTA Respondent 

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

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.

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.

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.

Questionnaire Interview with Amathole 
District Municipality Respondent
                                                                                                                                   
Mpumalanga Focus Group Interview (27 
July 2018)

KwaZulu Natal Focus Group Interview (20 
July 2018)
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SOUTH AFRICAN YOUTH, DISRUPTIVE 
POLITICS, AND APATHY TOWARD 
VOTING? South African youth caught in the bind of ‘waithood’

Globally young people have been labelled 
as apathetic and uninterested in formal 
democratic processes. This is due to the 
consistently decreasing levels of youth 
voter turnout in elections. While South 
Africa has witnessed a similar trend of 
declining voter registration and turnout, 
young people are far from apathetic. 
Rather, they are highly critical of political 
leaders and parties who they feel have 
ignored their needs and fail to engage with 
them in a meaningful manner. 

Research was conducted by the Institute 
for Security Studies in 2016 to understand 
the factors that influence voting among 
2 000 young South Africans across all 
nine provinces in South Africa (Tracey-
Temba 2016) and in 2018 on factors 
influencing young men and women’s 
political engagement in six high protest 
communities in Gauteng (Tracey-Temba 
2018). The research found that there 
are a number of issues that shape their 
decision on whether to vote in an election 
or not. These include access to and 
responsiveness of state institutions, access 
to and quality of education, employment 
opportunities or the absence thereof and 
the prevalence of corruption. As with youth 

globally, South African young people are 
increasingly finding alternative modes 
of political expression and engagement 
useful. This can range from participation 
in public protests to social media activism.

This global trend has resulted in new 
terminology such as “waithood” and “the 
youth-man” (or perhaps more accurately 
“youth-person or youth-adult”) which 
emerged in particular to describe the 
situation confronting young people in North 
African and Middle Eastern societies as they 
struggled to transition from adolescence to 
adulthood. This is according to research 
done in 2007 by Diane Singerman who 
found that youth unemployment rates in 
countries which exceeds the global average 
of 13% leaves young people particularly 
vulnerable to structural conditions that 
generate poverty and limit socio-economic 
mobility. Consequently their ability to 
achieve stable livelihoods and become 
social adults is curtailed leading to a build-
up of frustration. 

The period in which young people are 
trapped in dependency and unable to 
become economically active and obtain the 
independence expected of becoming an 
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adult is termed “waithood.” This condition 
has been transcending chronological 
age and is solidifying youth not only as 
a voting constituency but as a class of 
people (youth and adults alike) who have 
not achieved the markers of adulthood 
such as the ability to earn a living, pay 
taxes, and provide for a family. This has 
resulted in the emergence of the “youth-
adult” who is neither a dependent child nor 
an independent adult, and who is instead 
caught in the curse of waithood due to 
unemployment, lack of access to services, 
structural inequalities and narrowly 
distributed economic opportunities.

Research conducted by the Institute for 
Security Studies into the factors that 
influence young people’s participation in 
politics and protests in South Africa found 
that many young people do not see the 
current political system as providing a way 
of overcoming poverty and exclusion from 
economic opportunities (Tracey-Temba 
2016, 2018). Therefore many do not see 
the value of voting and are increasingly 
preferring to use public and disruptive 
protests to express their frustration with 
the situation that denies them achieving 
what is expected of those becoming young 
adults, in particular a lack of employment, 
poor infrastructure and public transport 
and high levels of crime and corruption.

The voting 
youth-adult
At the close of the last voter registration 
weekend facilitated by the Independent 
Electoral Commission of South Africa (IEC), 
only 16% of 18 and 19 year olds eligible to 
vote registered, and a little over half (54%) 
of eligible 20 to 29 year olds. This is a 
significant decrease in voter registration 
compared to the registration statistics 
for the 2014 national election. For that 
election, 33% of those aged 18 to 19 
registered along with 64% of those aged 
20 to 29. This reflects a 51.5% decrease 
in the registration levels of 18 and 19 year 
olds along with a 18.5% decrease in the 
registration of 20 to 29 year olds between 
2014 and 2019. 

ISS research found that arguably the 
reason for this decline in young people 
registering to vote is that that many young 
people are despondent about formal 
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‘I don't think [voting] is important. I know they 
usually say your vote is important [and] it has power 
but it hasn't done anything for the youth, to be honest.’ 
(Female Student, 23, KwaThema). 

democratic processes like elections. They 
do not see voting as something that brings 
about change in their communities. As one 
young participant in the research argued: 

Promoting active citizenship and good governance



The protesting youth-adult
ISS research highlights that while young 
people consider democratic institutions such 
as the IEC as legitimate, the high levels of 
corruption and self-enrichment by politicians 
and state officials has left many young people 
feeling cynical.

Essentially, the policies of the various 
political parties do not resonate easily 
with young people. One such example of 
the disparity between the views of young 
people and the policies of the three main 
political parties, i.e. the African National 
Congress (ANC), Democratic Alliance (DA), 
and the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF), 
can be found in the issue of policies on 
land expropriation. All three parties have 
indicated their intention to expropriate 
land with or without compensation 
to varying degrees and with varying 
caveats. However the young people who 
participated in the ISS research which was 
conducted across all nine provinces in 
2016 and in six high protest communities 
in Gauteng in 2018 did not raise land 
expropriation as a priority issue of concern. 
For them, by far the most important issues 
was the unemployment crisis, the impact 
of corruption on service delivery in their 
communities, lack of access to tertiary 
education and the impact of drug abuse 
and crime. 

While the right to protest is an important 
feature of democracy, the importance 
of voting in a democracy cannot be 
understated. Young people have the 
ability to direct the national agenda if 
they apply pressure on parties to reflect 
their concerns. As it stands, young 
people represent 20.1% of the Electoral 
Commission’s 2019 registered voter 
population. There is therefore a potential 
for the youth to pressure political parties 
to implement policies that will lead to the 
much-needed change that many young 
people seek. Such change cannot be 
achieved through protest action alone.

The case of the 2011 Arab Spring 
provides an important lesson as to how 
large scale protests and uprisings do 
not necessarily result in structural and 
economic improvements to people’s lives. 
The unfortunate result for most countries 
involved in the Arab Spring was continued 
authoritarianism, authoritarian populism, 
oppression and instability with millions 
of people plunged into further poverty, 
heightened crime and no improvement in 
socio-economic mobility.

‘Ja because I think 
[politicians] bribe [the IEC]. 
A political party may come 
with R10 million and give 
it to them for them to add 
ballot papers and they will 
take it, its money.’ 
(Employed Female, 29, 
Atteridgeville).

‘Let me say I don’t trust [the 
IEC] that much because you 
don’t know what happens 
when they count the votes 
- let’s say I am voting for 
ANC or DA. I am not sure if 
I am [actually] voting for the 
one I want or not. So I don’t 
fully trust them .’
(Employed Male, 23, 
Actonville).

At the local level, young people are 
arguably identifying protests as a more 
viable option to getting their issue 
addressed where their confidence in 
local government is waning. This is 
due to the unresponsiveness of local 
leaders such as ward councillors 
and community leaders and the 
ineffectiveness of local platforms such 
as community meetings which young 
people often find alienating.
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‘Protesting is the only language that the government 
understands so before [youth] protest they feel like 
nobody really listens to them or answers them so the only 
thing [leaders] understand is if they protest and that 
is when the government will give them the attention.’ 
(Student Female, 27, Katlehong).

The 2015 #Fees Must Fall movements 
reflected the frustration of tertiary students at 
the governing party’s promise to provide free 
education made at the dawn of democracy. 
The outcome of these often very disruptive 
protests resulted in no fee increase for 2016, 
the phasing out of Afrikaans as a language of 
instruction at the University of Pretoria, and 
scrapping of historical debts of students who 
were unable to continue their studies. This 
outcome indicates the power of young people 
and their ability to direct the national agenda 
when there is the collective will to do so. 

Those aged between 18 and 29 could 
fundamentally change the political landscape 
if they were effectively mobilised to vote. They 
could provide a real threat to any governing 
party if it failed to meaningfully address the 
challenges plaguing young people such 
as unemployment, corruption, access to 
education, crime, service delivery and drug and 
alcohol abuse. 

The lack of engagement in elections is not a 
sign of apathy. Young people are very creative 
in how they engage with their communities 
and society at large. In addition to public and 
disruptive protests, they participate in youth 
leadership and development programmes 
run by NGOs, youth parliaments, community 
development programmes, and social media. 
The reality is that voting in an election is where 
real youth power lies, and can be used as a 
point of pressure to extract gains for the youth. 

Reflections for the future
Despite a lack of trust in political parties and 
state institutions and a tendency for young 
people to opt out of voting when politicians 
and government do not honour their promises, 
the only meaningful way to achieve sustained 
development is through formal politics. Voting is 
the only way to affect large scale political change 
and should be recognised as one of a number 
of important ways in which to engage politically. 
Though protest and other modes of political 
engagement are important, young people could 
promote substantial change in holding politicians 
accountable if they used their vote effectively. As 
the 2019 election polls draws near, we  need to 
be interrogating what can be done to increase 
the participation of young people in elections.
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Almost half of South Africans who are eligible 
to vote remain unregistered to vote despite 
widespread voter education campaigns 
spanning a quarter of a century. According to 
our electoral body, the Independent Electoral 
Commission of South Africa (IEC, 2019), of 
the 36.7 million citizens eligible to vote, i.e 
those 18-years and older, only 26.7 million 
citizens are registered to vote. This means 
that 10 million eligible voters have excluded 
themselves from the electoral process. 

During our last general elections in 2014 
a whopping 43% of eligible voters did not 
vote at all (Schulz-Herzenberg, 2014).

Research shows that of the 26.7 million people 
registered to vote this year, only 17.6 million 
made their mark on May 8 resulting in a voter 
turnout of 65.99% (IEC, 2019) lower than the 
turnout in the 2014 general election where 
turnout was 73.48 (IEC, 2014). Voter turnout in 
2009, which was 10 years ago was 77.30%. 

There is no law currently in South Africa 
that mandates citizens to vote. This paper 
argues that the introduction of a law 
compelling eligible South Africans to vote 
will encourage more South African citizens 
to participate in electoral matters. 

Democracy is new and not everyone has 
experienced its fruits as yet, not with 
the socio-economic and socio-political 
challenges that South Africans are 
grappling with at present. Many are yet to 
connect voting as a democratic process to 
their everyday life. Since the South African 
government has not invested much in 
education about democracy in the past, 
it cannot be assumed that a majority of 
South Africans understand and value the 
power of their vote. Current statistics and 
trends show that figures on the voter’s roll 
are not growing at the same pace as the 
population growth rate. 

This means that 10 million eligible voters have excluded 
themselves from the electoral process.

A LAW SHOULD BE INTRODUCED 
TO FACILITATE MANDATORY 
VOTING

Voter turnout trends in the last 15 years 
[2004 to - 2019 general elections] suggest 
a large number of registered voters do not 
bother casting their ballots anymore. For 
example in the Eastern Cape, as can be 
seen in the statistics provided in Table 1, 
there were more than 2.8 million people 
on the voter’s roll in the 2004 provincial 
and national elections but only 2.3 million 
people actually turned out to vote on 14 
April 2004. In 2009 the number of people 
on the voter’s roll had marginally increased 
to 3 million but only 2.2 million people 
voted on 22 April 2009. In 2014 3.2 million 
people were registered to vote in the 
Eastern Cape but only 2.2 million of those 
voted on 7 May  2014. And in 2019 3.3 
million people were registered to vote in the 
province but only 2 million of those voted on 
8 May 2019. These figures clearly put voter 
turnout on a decline from 81.1% in 2004 to 
59.51% in 2019.
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14 April 2004
Sage Results

22 April 2009
Sage Results

7 May 2014
Sage Results

8 May 2019 
Sage Results

Registered Voters 2 849 486 3 056 559 3 240 059 3 363 161

Voters 2 310 226 81.1% 2 288 387 74.9% 2 213 121                           68.3% 2 001 262                           
Invalid (Spoilt) Votes   32 835 1.4% 32 299  1.4% 32 657 27 081

Valid Votes 2 277 391 98.6%   2 256 088 98.6% 2 213 121  1 974 181

Table 1:  Eastern Cape voter turnout in the last 10 years

Source: Independent Electoral Commission (IEC)



Drawing from other 
parts of the world
Before it introduced compulsory voting in 1924, 
Australia, like South Africa, had a voter turnout 
of between 47% and 78%. Following the 
introduction of compulsory voting, these figures 
jumped to between 91% and 96%, with only 
5% of eligible voters counted as not registered 
(Australian Electoral Commission, 2019).

Venezuela and the Netherlands are countries 
that have moved from compulsory voting 
to voluntary participation. The last Dutch 
compulsory election was held in 1967 
and turnout in subsequent national polls 

decreased by around 20% (Wikipedia 2019). 
Venezuela saw a drop in attendance of 30% 
in 1993 once compulsion was removed. 
Chile abolished compulsory voting in 2012 
and voter turnout since then has dipped 
as low as 42%, near the bottom of a list of 
developed countries (International Institute for 
Democracy and Electoral Assistance 2019).

In Brazil those who do not vote but are eligible 
are not able to work for government and they 
cannot obtain a passport or a loan from a 
government bank (Singh 2016). 

Australia fines first-time renegades (people 
who do not vote) about R173 for not turning 
to the polls without a valid reason and the fine 
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Democracy is failing us if less and less people are turning up to vote in each election, with the 
number of voters declining year after year. Who knows, there might come a time when it would 
just be candidates’ supporters, friends and colleagues who will bother to show up (Ayres 2018).
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Country

Age of 
Eligibility 

for 
Mandatory 

Voting

Population

Argentina 18 43,024,374

Australia 18 22,507,617

Belgium 18 10,449,361

Bolivia 18 10,631,486

Brazil 18 202,656,788

Congo, Democratic 
Republic of the

18 77,433,744

Costa Rica 18 4,755,234

Dominican Republic 18 10,349,741

Ecuador 18 15,654,411

Egypt 18 86,895,099

Greece 18 10,775,557

Country

Age of 
Eligibility 

for 
Mandatory 

Voting

Population

Honduras 18 8,598,561

Lebanon 21 5,882,562

Luxembourg 18 520,672

Mexico 18 120,286,655

Nauru 20 9,488

Panama 18 3,608,431

Paraguay 18 6,703,860

Peru 18 30,147,935

Singapore 21 5,567,301

Thailand 18 67,741,401

Uruguay 18 3,332,972

Source: CIA World Factbook

Table 2: Full list of countries practicing compulsory voting

increases for repeat offenders. Those who fail 
to pay this amount are imprisoned for being 
in contempt of court (Western Australian 
Electoral Commission).  Brazil and Australia, to 
mention just a few, enjoy higher voter turnouts 
because citizens see that the benefits of 
participating in an electoral process outweigh 
the costs. A Voter ID card in Brazil allows one 
to borrow money from government-owned 
financial institutions and taking up a public 
office post if one qualifies for a job.

As of August 2013, 22 countries provide for 
compulsory voting, and 11 democracies – 
about 5% of all United Nations members – 
enforce it (World Factbook: Suffrage at Central 
Intelligence Agency, 2013, IDEA). 
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Altogether, an estimated 744 million 
people live in nations with compulsory 
voting laws.

What these examples show us is that 
compulsory voting boosts electoral 
participation which in turn deepens 
participatory democracy. Countries with 
mandatory voting have a relatively high voter 
turnout compared to countries that practice 
voluntary voting, as illustrated above. South 
Africa is one such country with a voluntary 
voting system and voter turnout has 
marginally dropped since our first democratic 
election in 1994.

While democracy is loosely defined as a 
government of the few through a mandate 
given by many, what we have in South Africa 
is a government of a large crowd through 
a mandate given by just a few. It can be 
argued that the good governance challenge 
that South Africa faces can also be attributed 
to the fact that only a few are deciding on 
behalf of the many. For example only 37% 
of eligible Britons voted in the now infamous 
referendum to leave the European Union. 
Eligible Britons accounted for 46.5 million 
but only 33.5 million people voted in the 
referendum (Low, 2016). About 17.4 million 
people voted to “leave” and 16.1 million 
people voted to “remain” in the EU. 

More than 12 million eligible citizens 
abstained causing the difference between 
Leave and Remain to be 1.3 million in favour 
of Leave. Had the democratic process been 
that of Australia where voting is compulsory, 
the polls would be truly indicative of the true 
desire of all eligible people in Britain. The 
deadlock that soon ensued following the 
referendum has more to do with the surprise 
at the outcome of the vote and the desire 
of the abstainers to now express their views 
(Low, 2016). 

A case for compulsory 
voting
Back in South Africa, if democracy is 
government by the people, presumably 
this includes all people, then it is every 
citizen’s responsibility to elect a government. 

Compulsory voting will ensure that 
government will be represented by the 
majority of the people and not just a few 
individuals. It is not enough for an electoral 
outcome to be reflective of the will of only a 
few who voted. From its ancient origins to our 
modern inclusive Constitution, democracy 
was always meant to give effect to the 
general will of the people as a whole through 
citizens’ right to vote (Mkhabela 2019).

In my opinion, if we are serious about 
developing a prosperous state which we 
all envisaged in 1994 then mass electoral 
participation is the way to go as this is the 
lifeblood of a representative democracy. It 
is my view that the voter apathy that has 
been shown by South Africa is an insult to 
all those fallen heroes and heroines who 
laid down their lives fighting for freedom 
and the right to vote and decide the future 
of our country. While a lot has been done 
by the IEC and civil society organisations 
to ensure that citizens are informed about 
their right to participate in democracy this 
has not yielded desirable results taking into 
account voter turnout data. Compulsory 
voting is a better alternative. 
 
Opponents of compulsory voting argue that 
forcing disenchanted or politically uninformed 
citizens to vote could lead to votes that are 
cast with little consideration or voters voting 
not based on policies. The counter argument 
to this would be that compulsory voting does 
not absolve the IEC and community based 
organisations from conducting targeted 
voter education programmes as this is still 
critical. Views in support of compulsory voting 
suggest that forcing people to vote makes 
them take up an interest in the political affairs 
of their country, supporting active citizenship 
and agency which is necessary to strengthen 
democracy and development.

Proponents of compulsory voting which was 
first introduced 127 years ago in Belgium 

argue that political parties can derive 
financial benefits from this system since they 
do not have to spend resources convincing 
the electorate that it should in general turn 
out to vote  and that money spent on election 
campaigns could be better spent elsewhere 
(IDEA, 2017). 

Another added advantage of compulsory 
voting is that it eliminates vote buying 
through food parcels or party political 
t-shirts - there won’t be a need any more 
for big business to bankroll campaigns of 
political parties which sometimes results in 
state capture. 

Where citizens are obliged to vote, 
government systems work better because 
citizens partake in the responsibility of the 
government they elected. 

Everyone benefits because high voter 
turnout produces a more legitimate 
government and a genuine mandate to 
govern even if an individual’s preferred 
candidate was not elected to power.

If it is guaranteed that everyone would vote, 
political parties would stop campaigning 
based on race and politicians will stop 
creating campaigns that are only targeted 
at certain categories or classes of people. 
There would also be more pressure 
on politicians to draft manifestos that 
are realistic. Furthermore if people are 
obliged to vote in every election they will 
most likely want to make the most of their 
vote by researching the political parties 
thus making the community outreach 
work of the IEC and voter education by 
civil society more effective.

To summarise, the advantages and 
disadvantages of compulsory voting 
are presented in the table on page 47 
(Bargmann, 2016).

Promoting active citizenship and good governance

Compulsory voting will ensure that government 
will be represented by the majority of the people and 
not just a few individuals.



Advantages Disadvantages 

The voter turnout increases in all countries where compulsory voting is in place. It violates freedom of choice.

It works against political apathy because everybody has to form their own opinion.
Not voting can also be a political statement, 
so a law would prevent this choice.

Compulsory voting prevents the influence of the few who participate on the election 
results of becoming too strong.

Compulsory voting is not a cure to domestic 
policy crises.

It contributes to stability of the government since political apathy and a low voter 
turnout are threats to democracy

Pursuing non-voters costs money and time.Encourages voters to better educate themselves. If people are obliged to vote in every 
election, they will most likely want to make the most of their votes by researching 
more on each political party and thus taking elections more seriously. 
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The conversation about an increasingly 
declining number of people not voting in 
South Africa is not high on the agenda 
although our electoral body, the IEC, and 
other civil society organisations such as the 
Electoral Institute for Sustainable Democracy 
in Africa (EISA) have always published voter 
turnout statistics after each major election in 
the country.

The socio-political, economic and historical 
context of our country demands that we place 
voter turnout at the centre of our agenda and 
find a lasting solution to the problem if we 
are indeed serious about strengthening and 
deepening democracy.

While some may argue that compulsory 
voting laws are difficult to enforce, the true 
aim of the law is to shape behaviour. South 

Conclusion
Our country has come a long way for people to still believe that their vote does not make a 
difference. The end of Apartheid brought with it universal suffrage to South Africa, allowing 
South Africans of all races to take part in the decision making in their country through a 
vote. “Universal adult suffrage, a national common voter’s roll, regular elections and a multi-
party system of democratic government” are founding provisions of the 1996 Constitution 
of South Africa (Section 1(d)). 

It is time South Africans wake up to the reality that the war will be won through the ballot and 
no other place. Violent service delivery protests as a way of expressing citizens’ discontent 
with government delivery have not worked in the past; they have rather left communities 
poorer and more disadvantaged than ever before. 

It is time for civil society organisations, policy makers, academics and decision makers in 
government to intensify conversations and create more awareness about the increasing low 
voter turnout that the country is experiencing. One way to curb this downward trend is 
through a mandatory voting law. 
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With this in mind, Youth Lab, a youth policy 
think tank based in Johannesburg, set out to 
write The South African Youth Manifesto. This 
project aimed to capture the voices of youth 
across all nine provinces in South Africa, 
guided by the question: “If youth in South Africa 
had to write their own election manifesto, what 
would it look like?” The project took the form 
of nine participatory workshops, one in each 
province, and consisted of a range of different 
youth interests, from students at a university, 
to unemployed young people in rural areas, 
to young entrepreneurs in townships. The 
workshops focused on ascertaining the 
level of political knowledge that participants 
had, and then shifted into discussions and 
exercises which sought to unpack the issues 
faced in their communities, as well as their 
proposed solutions. Throughout each of the 
workshops, emphasis was placed on the 
role of youth in bringing to pass some of 

DEMOCRATIC 
SUSTAINABILITY 
& YOUTH
“…the stigma around youth in South Africa 
is that they are foolhardy people, callous and  
disconnected from the things that happen in 
their country, and only require a celebrity 
social media campaign to be persuaded into 
participation. The South African Youth 
Manifesto dispels this notion. Youth in 
South Africa are incredibly connected to the 
challenges their communities face and are 
wholly invested in making things better.”

In the run-up to an election, the manifesto-
making process of political parties is 
particularly interesting in considering the 
role of citizen participation in the political 
processes that frame democracy. Traditionally, 
political parties hold consultative meetings 
with their members, and use the content 
from these meetings to populate their election 
manifesto. In a country where political party 
membership is low (in 2012, the ruling party, 
the African National Congress, stated that 
their membership had reached the one million 
mark)¹, questions ought to be asked about 
the extent to which political party manifestos 
reflect the needs of the people it will represent 
if elected. At a time where youth participation 
is foregrounded across Africa, one must ask 
questions about the ways in which processes 
like these include (or exclude) young people 
and how responsive political parties are to 
their needs and ideas. 
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their proposed solutions, understanding that 
there is a level of active engagement required 
from citizens, whilst waiting for government 
to deliver on their promises. This article will 
discuss a few of the insights gained from the 
process, as well as give an analysis of what 
this could mean for youth participation in the 
upcoming elections in South Africa.

One of the first insights gained from this 
process is the lack of knowledge on the kind 
of electoral system South Africa uses. Only 
14% of the participants said that they knew 
what proportional representation meant, and 
only 29% said that they knew what direct 
representation meant. Transpose this against 
the statistics around contesting elections, 
where 58% of the participants said that they 
would like to run for office, and the picture 
becomes worrisome. So many young people 
in South Africa have political ambitions but 
lack the resources and access to information 
that would equip them with the knowledge of 
the political system they are trying to be a key 
part of. Upon further discussions, participants 
spoke of the merits of direct and proportional 
representation and many expressed 
dissatisfaction at the idea that the South 
African political space is not one that allows 
voters to directly hold leaders accountable, 
but rather, pushes accountability through 
party processes, which are often protective 

of their leaders. There was a rallying call 
from young people in this process to rethink 
the way our democracy is constructed, and 
reconsider modes of operating so that we are 
able to shift towards a democracy that places 
real power in the hands of citizens, rather than 
political parties. 

Some of the other insights that stood out in 
this project were the ways in which young 
people articulated the problems faced in 
their communities. Much of the rhetoric 
around particular socio-economic issues 
like land, corruption and education, often 
focuses on high-level solutions that is often 
divorced from the ways in which people 
experience the effects of these challenges 
in their daily lives. Young people in the SA 
Youth Manifesto articulated their challenges 
in ways that call for us to re-imagine how 
we diagnose the challenges South Africans 
face, and demand that we adopt more 
citizen-centred approaches to policy-making 
processes. Some examples of this include 
the conversation around education. Many 
young people, particularly those who do not 
live in urban areas, expressed the need for 
a review of the way we value and resource 
forms of education that do not result in a 
degree. The emphasis on TVET colleges was 
overwhelming, as so many young people 
said that they would rather study at a TVET 

institution and learn a skill that could help 
them grow their communities and help their 
families, rather than study at a university, get 
a degree, then struggle to find employment, 
as is the case with so many young graduates. 
Young people envisioned an education system 
that not only resources TVET institutions in 
more sustainable, substantial ways, but also 
called for a conversation on value. To them 
merely having access to the institution is 
insufficient if they also live in a society that 
disregards the value of that institution and the 
potential that those graduates have in being 
able to grow the economy. 

Another stand-out discussion was around 
corruption, particularly in the wake of the 
Zondo Commission on State Capture. Young 
people throughout the country expressed 
concern about corruption and understood the 
effect it has on our ability to create livelihoods. 
However the conversation about corruption 
was not about the Guptas or state capture but 
rather focused on the everyday ways in which 
youth and the communities they live in are 
held ransom by corrupt government officials 
who use their positions in these communities 
to withhold opportunities and services, unless 
bribed. This paints a picture that the prevailing 
conversations in newsrooms and in the media 
might not necessarily affect or reflect the 
lives of citizens, and that if there are going 
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to be interventions to stem corruption, then 
they need to be more than commissions of 
enquiry - they need to be community focused 
interventions that help to restore citizens’ faith 
in government and its leaders.

What do all these insights tell us about the 
sentiment from young people about their 
inclusion in politics, and their resulting 
participation in political systems? For starters, 
it tells us that the ways in which political 
parties relate to young people is far removed 
from their reality. Often the stigma around 
youth in South Africa is that they are foolhardy 
people, callous and disconnected from the 
things that happen in their country, and only 
require a celebrity social media campaign to 

be persuaded to participate. The South African 
Youth Manifesto dispels this notion. Youth in 
South Africa are incredibly connected to the 
challenges their communities face and are 
wholly invested in making things better. Of 
course, there are those who are genuinely 
apathetic to citizen participation. However that 
is not a symptom of being young, and is a 
sentiment that cuts across the age spectrum. 
Young people are organising in ways that 
exist outside of electoral processes, but these 
ways are often not given voice and meaning, 
because we exist in a political society which 
has already decided what does and does 
not constitute meaningful participation, and 
we shy away from anything that might differ 
with the norm. Through this project, the 

relationship between power and process 
was often reflected on, as young people 
understand what citizen power means, but 
they also understand that there are processes, 
like elections, that bolster the power of some 
over others. Navigating that relationship has 
proven to be difficult, hence youth have had 
to find ways to exist and politic outside of 
traditional spaces. This, by any measure, 
does not mean that youth are disengaged but 
rather begs us to reconsider how we imagine 
participation in democracy and calls for us to 
return to grassroots work, that places citizen 
needs and ideas as the foundation upon 
which a strong democracy is built.
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THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL JUSTICE 
ACTIVISM AND COMMUNITY 
DEVELOPMENT WORK ON ONE’S 
EMOTIONAL AND PHYSICAL WELL-
BEING: PERSONAL REFLECTIONS
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Working with marginalised communities, 
what I refer to in this article as spaces of 
scarcity¹, is a fulfilling vocation, where one 
gets to witness and experience the liberation 
and emancipation of communities that have 
been forgotten and somewhat excluded from 
mainstream economic trajectories within 
society and even from political activities. 

As fulfilling as it may be, the job comes with 
its own challenges. Often, in building capacity, 
empowering, standing with and pushing 
against, as some of the activities one often 
engages in as we work in these spaces of 
scarcity, we  have to make sure that they 
come out whole on the other side. That is 
easier said than done because the work takes 
a toll on one emotionally. 

I had worked on numerous projects that were 
aimed at holding elected representatives to 
account and often felt like pushing up against 
a solid mountain. For the past 3 years, I had 
an opportunity to participate in the Accounting 
for Basic Services (ABS) project² which was 
a truly humbling and exhilarating experience. 
This article draws on this project, its successes 
and challenges but mostly, the emotional toll 
and strain that it left one with. This article is an 
account of my personal experiences looking at 
the oppressive nature of the work we do in the 

spaces of scarcity, engaging a non responsive 
state. In the main, this article highlights that 
the social justice activism work we do within 
civil society is ‘heart work’  and  cannot be 
dismissed by simply saying that ’one must be 
objective’. It is just not that simple. 

In this article we draw on a skeletal frame 
designed by Macy & Young Brown (1998) 
in the book  “Coming back to life: practices 
to reconnect our lives, our world” to explore 
and reflect on experience and state of being 
during the implementation of the ABS project 

It is the destruction of 
the world in our own 
lives that drives us half 
insane, and more than 
half. (Wendell Berry 
cited by Macy &  Young 
Brown, 1998)

Lindokuhle Vellem
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and generally, in my work in the spaces of 
scarcity, particularly when interacting with and 
engaging a non responsive state.   

The ABS project in 
summary
The Accounting for Basic Services Project 
was jointly implemented by the Heinrich 
Böll Foundation (HBF), Afesis-corplan, the 
Built Environment Support Group (BESG), 
Isandla Institute and PlanAct. The project was 
designed for and approved by the European 
Commission Delegation to South Africa within 
the rubric of its Socio-Economic Justice for 
All – Civil Society Organisation (CSO) Support 
Programme, and was implemented from June 
2016 to September 2018. 

The project’s central approach hinged on 
empowering marginalised communities 
to begin re-shaping their relationships 
with public representatives. As such, its 
outcomes and activities focused on the 
support and capacity building required 
by citizens marginalised by geography, 
poverty, race,  class and gender, to hold 

local government to account. The project as 
a whole posited that when citizens are able 
to hold local government to account, the 
willingness and ability of the state at national 
and provincial level to support and sanction 
underperforming municipalities would also 
be strengthened. 

Glenmore Community

Glenmore community was established as a 
result of forced removals of groups of people 
from farms in the western parts of the Eastern 
Cape Province in the late 1970s. Today it 
has just over 2 000 people living in the area, 
approximately 570 households. Glenmore is 
in the western edge of the Ngqushwa Local 
Municipality along a gravel road that cuts 
across the Fish River into the Makhanda 
Local Municipality area. It is in a corner of the 
municipality that is not  easily accessible, is 
away from national routes and is hidden away. 
There are many admirable characteristics 
of this area, from the landscape, to a less 
explored quarry and the Great Fish River 
that borders the community. The area has 
no history of traditional leadership because 

of the different areas that most people came 
from. The area used to be a privately owned 
farm and not communal land, which therefore 
eliminates any grounds for traditional 
leadership in the area.

The people of Glenmore still have fresh 
wounds from forced removals of the past and 
having to create a community in the middle 
of nowhere with no ancestral backing from 
the land on which they now live. Most villages 
that have had decades and even centuries 
to develop are characterised by a sense of 
unity amongst the inhabitants. They are often 
brought together by a local authority and most 
often people in that village will belong to one 
of three to four clans in the area and with 
inter-marriages in some villages you may find 
one or two dominant clans. 

For Glenmore the story is different, the Social 
Audit³  that had been done in the area revealed 
over 100  different surnames in one village 
community. This speaks to unity and loyalty to 
one another, or in this case, the lack thereof. 
For most families in Glenmore, the youth is the 
first generation of children born and raised 
in Glenmore after the removals, which also 
indicates the fragility of the community. Where 
community maturity is concerned, Glenmore 
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is a mere child whose behaviour needs to be 
carefully guarded because it has the potential 
to self destruct if the forces are strong enough.  

The community of Glenmore, through own 
fundraising efforts, had established the 
Glenmore sports facility. In 2016 Ngqushwa 
Municipality allocated funds for the 
refurbishment of the sports facility. These 
funds were allocated from the Municipal 
Infrastructure Grant in the 2015/2016 
financial year, a sum totalling  R2 915 680.80 
of which 80% has been paid out to the 
contractor who has been certified as having 
completed 90% of the work. The people of 
Glenmore and surrounding villages were 
excited to be recipients of a refurbishment 
project in their ward. However that was short 
lived because the end result was not to their 
expectation. Despite the resources allocated 
and spent by the municipality, the facility could 
not be safely used for its intended purpose.

Afesis-Corplan was introduced to the 
community by a whistleblower in July of 
2016. Afesis-Corplan’s aim was to support 
the community of Glenmore to hold both 
the municipality and its appointed contractor 
accountable for the poor workmanship at 
the stadium and finally to get it fixed. It 
seemed like it should be fairly simple for the 
municipality to hold the contractor to account, 
but in the case of Ngqushwa it wasn’t. The 
contractor was a senior ranked political office 
bearer, much more senior than the councillors 
of Ngqushwa municipality and the municipal 
officials seemed powerless at the hands of 
this contractor. The story of Glenmore was 
an important one in that here was a rural 
community in a remote area standing up 
against powerful political elites, business 
interests and a municipality that did not have 
their interests at heart. If it could be done by 
the people of Glenmore, it meant any other 
community of similar features could.

Pain for the World  

From the initial conversations with the people 
of Glenmore I felt great distress for what the 
community had gone through from the time 
of its establishment, having been forcefully 
moved from various areas, to losing an 
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access road that was passing through 
the location which impacted the village’s 
accessibility and livelihood opportunities, 
and the collapse of the Tyefu irrigation 
scheme that promised great economic spin 
offs for the people living in the area. Macy 
& Young Brown (1998) describe this pain as 
the price of consciousness in a threatened 
and suffering world. It is said to be a natural 
and necessary feeling of collective healing. 
The world we live in can be so depressing 
at times, from the news we hear and watch, 
and the constant bombarding of signals of 
distress. These generally stir up feelings of 
anger, fear and sorrow, and pain although we 
seldom express these feelings.  The purpose 

of this pain is to trigger remedial action. 

Unfortunately we go through the motions 
of our work and do not fully recognise this 
as pain; pain for the situation or the world 
we live in. It is almost dangerous because 
of our inability to recognise it; we also fail 
to properly treat it. I identify with this as I 
experienced all kinds of fear in my  work 
on the ABS project: fear of despair, fear 
of appearing morbid, distrust of our own 
intelligence, fear of guilt, fear of causing 
distress, fear of being unpatriotic, fear of 
appearing weak and emotional, belief in 
the separate self and ultimately the fear 
of powerlessness.  
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Fear of despair listen. Many times it felt like the community 
was pushing against a mountain and they 
trusted us – me - to shift the mountain. I 
started questioning my own abilities, my own 
resolve and strength and whether I had what it 
takes to make a difference. In my moments of 
weakness I started questioning whether I had 
the resolve and tenacity necessary for social 
justice advocacy. These questions are almost 
paralysing, so often I felt like walking away, 
giving up and just letting things be. 

Fear of appearing morbid

Whenever I was asked how the project was 
going, all I could do was smile and say everything 
was going well, which was true in terms of the 
programme. But when the municipality does 
not show up, they don’t respond, you write to 
Eastern Cape Provincial CoGTA�, they don’t 
respond, and yet the community looks up to 
you as the resource person, as the one who 
should be able to unlock the doors that they 
have tried over and over again to open but 
failed. All you can do is just keep trying and 
hoping. This takes a toll on one emotionally. 

Yes, these responses were outside of my 
control, and it frustrated me so much 
that a democratically elected government 
would treat citizens in this manner, both the 
locally elected representatives together with  
provincial civil servants, all behaving in the 
same way. Constantly it felt like government 
was callous and “my” efforts were a waste of 
time. I had to soldier on, lest I brought such 
despair to the community, causing them to 
abandon the process of trying to improve their 
own conditions. This feeling of anguish and 
despair can be construed to mean failure of 
maintaining confidence and at times, can be 
seen as incompetence.

Distrust of Own 
Intelligence
Working in spaces of scarce resources with 
an unresponsive government can make 
one question the kinds of strategies that 
they (and the community) are employing. 

Finding oneself in a position where most of 
the strategies and tactics we employ do not 
yield the desired results can make one doubt 
their strategies and their ability to plan and 
implement effectively. It did not help that 
the ABS project was a technically advanced 
project which required an intense building 
of technical skills such as municipal budget 
analysis, understanding of the Municipal 
Finance Management Act and municipal 
procurement processes, ability to read and 
comprehend grant agreements and service 
delivery agreements concluded between the 
municipality and contractors, etc. It is easy 
when things go wrong to begin to doubt one’s 
technical ability and proficiency in newly 
acquired skills. I often wondered whenever I 
felt like this, how much more for the community 
members? Would they have carried on in the 
absence of a support organization like ours? 
In conversation with just the people I worked 
with in Glenmore, they are adamant that in our 
absence they would have long given up.

Fear of Guilt

Working in Glenmore brought about a sense 
of guilt. I would often drive to the community 
(a 2 hour journey from East London where I 
live), do whatever business brought me there 
for the day and then drive back home back to 
my life in the city. That I was working with and 
lamenting the plight of the community when 
I did not really experience their daily struggle 
made me feel guilty. It took a long time to 
accept and be at peace with my life and 
my work and to not see the two as mutually 
exclusive or to doubt my commitment to 
social justice and to understand that my 
work need not be in conflict with my desire 
for a comfortable life. I know there are many 
of my colleagues in the social justice space 
who have expressed this feeling of guilt. This 
is partly because the activists before us or 
perhaps the ones we grew up watching in 
movies and in the textbooks we read were 
the kind that rejected any form of personal 
comfort for the cause. I do not. With my 
growth and development comes that of my 
family and others connected to me, mine is 
a responsibility I cannot forgo. That said, it did 
not make the guilt any less. 

“A sense of some 
overarching meaning to 
our lives is as necessary 
as oxygen. We can face 
and endure tremendous 
hardship with heroic 
courage so long as we 
believe there is some 
purpose to our existence, 
some value to our 
existence...” Macy & 
Young Brown (1998)

The quotation above is one that clearly 
defines an existential crisis that I experienced 
during the ABS project. For the longest time 
the community was pushing, hoping to 
hold someone accountable for the failure 
in the delivery of the sporting facility. They 
felt powerless against the municipality and 
wealthy contractors. When we came along 
to support the community, they thought we 
would be a ‘knight in shining armour’. It took 
everything we know in our advocacy tactics 
handbook to draw attention to the plight of 
the Glenmore community, not because the 
evidence was not there for all in government 
to see and correct, but because there is no 
culture of accountability in government and 
any attempts to hold to account are met with 
great resistance. 

There were many times when I questioned 
the ideals and values upon which our 
democratic government stands: does anyone 
in government live up to them? The oversight 
and accountability measures of government 
proved weak and very few were willing to 
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Fear of appearing weak 
and emotional
In a patriarchal society such as ours, it is 
often expected of women to show signs of 
weakness especially in difficult situations. 
So in order to stand their ground as equals, 
women always have to be strong, hold it in 
and forge forward. Crying, which is a natural 
reaction to great internal pain, is deemed 
the worst sign of weakness and crying at 
work is unforgivable when women have 
fought so hard to earn their place in the 
workplace. Towards the end of the project, 
I just couldn’t hold back tears. I had kept in 
so much pain and frustration, so much so 
that I would be sitting in a meeting and a 
searing pain would cut across my heart and 
streams of tears would roll down my face. 
It was not something I could control. At 
those times I felt weak and hopeless. I was 
exceptionally troubled by the struggle of the 
community of Glenmore to which it seemed 
there would be no positive outcome. Often 
I asked, what was the use of it all? In those 
moments I felt drained and exhausted, very 
exhausted but I knew I had to push on, 
giving up was not an option. 

Belief in the separate self 
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“It is hard to credit 
our pain to the world, 
if we believe that we 
are essentially separate 
from it” Macy & Young 
Brown (1998). 

systems. And this connection is often ignored 
when a psychological analysis of individuals 
is done. 

According to Macy & Young Brown (1998), 
we are conditioned to take seriously only 
those feelings that pertain to our individual 
needs and wants. We find it hard to believe 
that we can suffer on behalf of society, and 
on behalf of the planet, that this suffering is 
real, valid and healthy. I am of the view that 
the fear that comes with the social justice 
defence work can make us feel powerless and 
want to shrink our spheres of attention to just 
ourselves, a ‘me and my own’ attitude.   
 

Making a case for self 
care as a political activist 
strategy!
Reflecting back on my response to the 
experience I went through as narrated 
above is that we -  those exposed to 
working in ‘painful’ worlds - need to guard 
against burnout, general depression, 
feelings of hopelessness, political passivity, 

We have been conditioned by western culture 
to be individualistic. This I grappled with 
because of how I saw myself within the bigger 
scheme of things, seeing my work as not just a 
job that pays my bills at the end of the month, 
but a vocation, a spiritual calling that brings 
me to the fullness of my being every time I 
connected with marginalised communities. 
Civil society is an amazing space to work in 
as it grooms individuals that are connected 
to social, economic, political and ecological 



of the soul song to create wholeness in a 
fractured world. 

Furthermore I encourage and advise social 
justice activists to be present, not just 
physically but being present with heart, mind 
and body. It would mean that we are cognisant 
of what is happening within and outside 
of us, making sure not to be repressive - 
ignoring the churning from within. Self-care 
is about making a choice - a conscious one 
- to care. It is power of mind over matter. It 
is embracing weakness in a world where one 
is forced to be strong. It is about wrestling 
with how power is understood and to claim it 
for oneself in ways that do not compromise 
one’s wellbeing. This is political. 

Self-care is not a separate methodology. 
It is a political strategy underpinned by 
the understanding that well-being is the 
ultimate goal of the work that many civil 

avoidance of painful information, diminished 
intellectual performance and a sense of 
powerlessness.  Granted, most of these are 
intrinsic emotions and cannot be picked up 
on unless individuals stand still long enough 
to reflect, self-check and even share with 
others their experiences and be willing to 
be open about their feelings. 

Recognising and actively taking the steps 
to heal the pain that comes with our work 
begins with self: self-care, love and power. 
For example, Hope and Chigubu (2015) 
write about finding inspiration, for them a 
soul song. This can literally be a song, or 
a book, or scripture that enhances power 
within and supports the soul to withstand 
processes of rusting and erosion. This 
should inspire and remind the individual 
to stop and live, to allow themselves to be 
distracted from the cult of productivity and 
the busyness of life, pushing the owner 
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society activists do. Given the spaces 
that one often finds oneself in, spaces 
of scarcity, trauma, disease, violence, 
constant media bombardment, the harsh 
socio-economic climate and depressing 
political experiences, it becomes more than 
a political act to reclaim our power and use 
it for our individual and collective well being 
(Chigubu and Chigubu, 2015). 

Practically, we should never feel guilty 
when desiring to take leave and to simply 
rest. Managers need to assist in creating 
a supportive environment and allow staff 
to take the much needed leave if they so 
need. Annual organisational budgets ought 
to include activities for staff-care, medical 
cover, spiritual retreats and moments 
of relaxation. Where resources permit, 
employees who work in conditions already 
detailed herein should be supported to get 
professional psychological support.  

Conclusion
In conclusion I argue that one needs to 
learn the art of breaking free, free from the 
mentality that creates the repressive state. Be 
emotional, care, be subjective and cry about 
society. As Macy & Young Brown (1998) would 
have it, this pain (which includes fear, anger, 
sorrow and guilt) is not only pervasive, it is in 
fact natural and healthy. It is only dysfunctional 
when it is misunderstood and repressed.  As I 
have shared, it is easy to go into a repressive 
state and go on with life as it comes. I 
believe that it often costs more to ignore 
our emotional health and wellbeing. Instead 
of having the presence of mind to try new 
strategies and working through community 
issues, we become apathetic towards society 
and the work we do, ultimately dimming the 
glimmer of hope that we once brought to 
the  communities we work with. The key is 
honouring this pain for what it is and view it as 
a gateway into deep participation in society’s 
different facets of activism (be it activists in 
public, private and civil society), towards the 
better world which we all want to see each 
day we wake up. Pushing past the pain leads 
one to greater courage, an entrenched love for 
the work and the never failing attitude of being 
hopelessly hopeful.         

J o u r n a l
TRANSFORMER



58

Promoting active citizenship and good governance



References
 
Macy. J. R. and Young Brown, M.  1998. Coming Back to Life: 
Practices to Reconnect Our Lives, Our World, New Society 
Publishers

¹ These are spaces where the demand outstrips 
the supply of most basic resources needed for a 
sustainable livelihood, be it financial resources, 
human capital and basic municipal services.  

² A project supported by the European Union, 
and implemented jointly by the Heinrich Boll 
Foundation, Afesis-corplan, BESG, Planact 
and the Isandla Institute The project supported 

Chigubu, H and Chigubu, R. 2015. Strategies for building an 
organisation with soul. African Institute for Integrated Responses to 
VAWG & HIV/AIDS (AIR) 

59

V o l u m e  2 0  N u m b e r  1

6 communities around the country. See 
http://afesis.org.za/programmes/local-
governance/ for more information.   

³ A Social Audit is a community-led process 
that facilitates public participation in the 
monitoring of government service delivery 
and expenditure. During the social audit 
process, communities study government 

documents and compare them to their 
experiences as recipients of a public 
service. Evidence and experiences are 
collected, presented and then discussed 
with government officials. 

 
� The Department of Co-operative 

Governance and Traditional Affairs

J o u r n a l
TRANSFORMER


