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GOOD LOCAL GOVERNANCE A
POSSIBILITY: ADVOCATING FOR
SOCIAL AUDITS AS A PEOPLE
CENTRED OVERSIGHT MECHANISM
Masixole Kente

The social audit tool is a mechanism that can
strengthen inclusive oversight over service
delivery in local governance.
Introduction
Service delivery backlogs, mismanagement
of state resources and corruption are topics
that have dominated conversations in South
Africa in the last few years. Many talk of the
lost nine years in reference to the Jacob Zuma
Presidency during which state resources
were mismanaged in shocking ways. While
a great deal of what is being revealed in
the Commission of Enquiry into Allegations
of State Capture (the Zondo Commission)
points to failures in good governance and
poor management of resources, greed and
corruption, a lot of it has to do with the
lack of inclusive and transparent oversight
mechanisms that involve citizens as core
partners in governance.
While the conversation on state capture
is focusing on national and provincial
government including state owned
enterprises, it is clear just by reading the
reports of the Auditor General in the last
few years that the rot extends to local
government. Clearly local government
seems to be as hard-hit by state capture and
corruption as Eskom, South African Airways
and Prasa to mention just a few state owned

enterprises that have been in the limelight for
rampant corruption in recent months. Poor
governance at the local level has as much
of a dire consequence as some of the state
owned enterprises implicated in the Zondo
commission. When municipalities use the
resources they have for service delivery for
other nefarious activities it means that they
are redirecting money away from providing
for their residents.
Issues around irregular government spending
and the limited role communities play in
participating in projects meant for their
own development further excludes citizens
and undermines their fundamental right to
have their voices heard in governance as
envisaged in the South African Constitution
of 1996. The Constitution envisages a local
government that is participatory, inclusive
and developmental in nature. Communities
are deemed to be integral parts of local
governance and in recent years they have
fought in many municipalities through
protests to remain at that centre (or for some,
to return to the centre). There are various
legislated mechanisms that regulate the
involvement of citizens in local governance.
A number of limitations with many of these
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legislated mechanisms are extensively
documented in literature of local governance
in South Africa (Ngamlana & Coopoo, 2018;
Skenjana & Kimema, 2011).
This article presents the social audit tool as
a mechanism that can strengthen inclusive
oversight over service delivery in local
governance. It examines the challenges
caused by the status quo and highlights the
benefits of using the social audit methodology
as a tool for citizen driven monitoring that
allows citizens to claim back their rightful
space in local governance.

The current state of affairs
and the law
The South African Constitution is the
cornerstone of the country’s democracy.
It asserts the need for the realisation of a
participatory democracy and calls for the
active involvement and participation of the
citizenry in decision making processes
(Dlalisa, 2009). Over the last decade
the public tension between citizen and
government has made it obvious that in
practice this is not the case. Generally there

is a lot of uncertainty and a loss of confidence
and trust in government as depicted by the
high prevalence of affected, disinterested or
marginalised communities.
It is no surprise therefore that in the last five
years or so there has been a major spike in
service delivery protests across South Africa
(Ngamlana & Coopoo, 2018). Data collected
from Municipal IQ’s Hotspots Monitor, which
monitors the occurrence of major service
delivery protests across South Africa, shows
that there have been more major protests in
this decade than any other previous decades
(Lancaster, 2016). This major spike has
been as a result of municipalities’ continued
ignorance of the role of communities in
development, and their insistence on
conventional ways of doing things that are
top down and limit community involvement
(Dlalisa, 2009).
Good governance is described as the ability
to have synergy in planning and governing
processes of the local municipality where
government, community, business and
other groups are able to influence decision
making (Thompson & Nleya, 2016). However
there have been cases reported in the

media where municipalities have failed to
follow the proper procedures in conducting
the Integrated Development Planning (IDP)
process with some municipalities found
recycling IDPs from previous years (Gopane,
2017). Anecdotal stories have been reported
that in certain instances the municipality
would call for an IDP meeting only for the
officials to tell the community what they are
going to prioritise as opposed to allowing the
community members an opportunity to put
forward their own priority needs.
What section 152 (1) of the Constitution
envisions for local municipalities is that they
not only create a conducive environment for
effective community involvement, but also
actively create a culture of keenness amongst
communities to play an instrumental role
in local governance and participate in the
affairs of municipalities using citizen-based
monitoring instruments (Dlalisa, 2009).
The reality on the ground is that this is not
being achieved as communities continue to
show frustration and lack of confidence in
government. Various scholars (Ngamlana &
Coopoo, 2018; Gopane, 2017) attribute the
frustration of communities to the existing
weak mechanisms for citizen monitoring and
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engagement, such as the ward committee
system, war rooms and the integrated
development planning process. Some of
the rationale provided in the main is the
susceptibility of these models to be captured
by other entities and the use of these models
to push forward a certain factional party
political agenda.
According to the Auditor General (AG)
Report of 2018 on local government audit
outcomes, irregular expenditure, although
slightly improved from the previous financial
year, was still very high at a staggering
R21.243 billion. A number of municipalities
have been found to practice irregular
procurement processes coupled with poor
monitoring mechanisms. A case in point is
the Amathole District Municipality (ADM) in
the Eastern Cape where a tender bid process
for the Management of the Information
Technology system was initiated, concluded
and awarded in just one hour and 45 minutes
in 2014 in an amount of R86 million only
to be later discovered that while payments
were made to the successful company, no
services were rendered (Timelive, 2019).
It is alleged that by the time the Treasury
became aware of this the municipality had

already spent and lost R127 million through
the contract (Timelive, 2019). In the same
municipality there is a case of R600 million
that was stolen by senior officials through a
private company meant for the installation of
ventilated pit toilets in several rural villages
under ADM (Daily Dispatch, 2019).
The AG report on local government reveals
that many of the 257 municipalities in South
Africa are performing poorly and worse than
in the previous years due to mismanagement
of resources and corruption and the greatest
impact of poor governance is felt by the
marginalised, poor black people that live
in remote rural and informal settlements.
According to the 2018 AG report, there
are more municipalities under Section 139
administration now than there have been
in the past with many of the interventions
failing dismally (AG, 2018). It is very clear
that even though many municipalities are
being placed under administration in an
effort to strengthen good governance,
little improvement is achieved. There is
a strong prevalence of hijacked power:
people are systematically excluded from
decision making processes and are unable
to exercise their constitutional right to
participate meaningfully in local governance.
The 2018 AG states that this leads to misuse
of state resources, poor service delivery and
poor governance.

Social Auditing and
Community voice
The social audit methodology is a communitydriven process of monitoring and oversight.
It assists in facilitating public participation
in the monitoring of government service
delivery and expenditure by comparing
that which government sought to achieve
and paid for with the service as delivered
on the ground (Andhra, 2010). During the
social audit process communities have an
opportunity to study government documents
(like tender documents, municipal budgets
or departmental strategic plans and annual
performance reports and service delivery
agreements) and compare them to their
experiences as recipients of the public service
being provided. It affords communities an
opportunity to engage, reflect and plan for
the best possible outcome.

The social audit methodology is a tool which
combines community engagement prior,
during and after development has taken place
to evaluate the effectiveness in public service
provision. While doing this, it helps to amplify
the community’s voice in the planning and the
execution of development projects, minimising
the risk of mismanagement of funds and
corruption (Aakella and Kidambi, 2007).
Social audits are characterised by certain
principles that ensure that the constitutional
democratic rights of the people are
exercised and realised. These principles
are about promoting access to information,
demystifying official records, citizens being
the auditors and creating a collective platform
for sharing and reflecting of information in
the presence of both government and the
people. Evidence and experience that is
collected is then shared and discussed with
government officials in a public arrangement
that Ngamlana & Mathoho (2012) refer to as
an “invented space”.
The first use of the term "social audit" is
generally attributed to George Goyder in the
early 1950s in the UK. According to Pearce
(2005) the roots of the idea lay within the
perceived need at that time to make business
more accountable to the community, and
to ensure that the impacts of business are
understood and beneficial to the community,
more focus was put on scrutinising the
business sector and not government unlike
other parts of the world.
In India for instance the government
established the social audit as a tool to
monitor the implementation of government’s
own social projects at the village level by
establishing monitoring committees in almost
all the flagship social sector programmes.
The Andhra Pradesh State Government
in India established an independent and
autonomous body under the name of the
Society for Social Audit, Accountability and
Transparency (SSAAT) which is responsible
for facilitating the conduct of social audits by
the rural poor (Pradesh, 2010).
Another example is in the Philippines, where
a number of civil society organisations are
responsible for assisting communities to
conduct social audits on infrastructure
projects such as the building of local roads,
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bridges and schools (Pradesh, 2010). The
government in these regions is open to and
supportive of the idea of the public using
social audits as a tool to monitor government
spending of tax payers’ money unlike in
South Africa where government is apathetic
of citizen monitoring processes such as the
social audit.
In the following section we take a look
at an example of where the social audit
methodology was implemented and discuss
the findings. This we do as a way of
showing how the methodology strengthens
public sector accountability and inclusive
local governance.

The Glenmore community
case study
The Social Audit methodology has been
used throughout South Africa to address a
variety of service delivery challenges ranging
from the provision of water and sanitation,
housing, and refuse removal. A social audit
network was established in South Africa by
civil society organizations which embrace
this methodology and tool and are using it
as part of their social justice advocacy. As
examples, it has been used by (1) Planact
to audit water provision in Spring Valley in
Mpumalanga and by (2) Ndifuna Ukwazi (NU)
to audit refuse removal in Khayelitsha and by
(3) Equal Education (EE) to audit sanitation
in schools in Gauteng province and (4) the
Social Justice Coalition (SJC) to address toilet
provision in Khayelitsha as well as (5) Action
Aid that conducted and scaled-up social
audit work in mine-affected communities
to hold both the state and private sector to
account for promises that they have made.
Afesis-corplan has used the social audit tool
in various ways and in so doing partnered
with various communities. Glenmore is one
of the communities in which the social audit
tool was used in unique ways that gave the
community power to use evidence in its
engagements with the local municipality
and other key stakeholders. The case of
Glenmore is captured in summary here to
show how civil society has creatively used
this methodology to place power back in the
hands of ordinary citizens as they engage
their municipalities around service delivery.

28

Glenmore community is a remote rural
community located in the Ngqushwa Local
Municipality area in the Eastern Cape. The
local municipality saw it fit to ‘upgrade’ the
existing community sports field, at a cost
of R2.9 million, promising the community
that they would revamp and build a better
stadium. In 2016 the field was shut down
while the ‘revamp’ took place, with a
contractor on site to undertake the building
of change rooms, toilets, a grand stand, a
security booth, putting grass on the field as

well as a concrete basketball and netball
court and paving a running track on the field.
Unfortunately what was built on the ground
was not what was agreed upon in the bid
specification or Service Delivery Agreement
(SDA) signed between the municipality and
the contactor (Mail & Guardian, 2018).
The community with the support of Afesiscorplan started the social audit process
by requesting for information from the
municipality using the Promotion of Access

to Information Act of 2000. This intervention
was geared towards the community
obtaining the relevant information to ask
the right questions. Once this information
was made available the social audit team
interviewed members of the community
on their experiences with the upgrading of
the sports field and conducted a physical
verification of what was delivered as part of
the upgrade. The following are examples of
some of the findings gathered through the
social audit processes:

1. No proper community consultation was done before the kick-start of the project even though this is required before any development
takes place.
2. The contractor did not follow the law in terms of providing jobs to people from the local area and excluded woman from working in
the project.
3. The labourers complained that they were not paid in time and sometimes they would work and not receive payment as there were no
contracts in place with them.
4. No monitoring was done by the municipality and no checking on progress made by the contractor in constructing the stadium.
5. The contractor used small sized bricks to build the change rooms and toilets and not the size specified in the SDA.
6. The grand stand for spectators was not securely mounted on the ground.
7. The basket and netball hoops were of a smaller size than the normal size for basket ball and netball.
8. The contractor planted alien grass on the field instead of the recommended bermuda grass as per the SDA.
9. The running track was narrow and did not meet the national standards for track and field athletic tracks, and it was made out of loose gravel
found in the local community.
10. According to the bid specification a new fence was meant to be installed to keep livestock out of the stadium however the contractor used
the old fence instead.
11. A certificate of completion was given to the contractor even though the stadium was not completed.
12. According to the report prepared by an independent quantity surveyor the estimated cost to build the stadium to the level that the contractor
did was around R 1.2 million, way below the R2.9 million that was budgeted.

This case study is just one example
among many where government
resources are ‘looted’ and a poor quality
of service is provided, where private
contractors are allowed to run amok with
no one holding them to account. Social
auditing allows communities to present
an evidence-based report of the state
of the service delivered in their efforts
to hold government to account. It is sad
that even when communities have done
this, other government entities who
have an oversight responsibility over
local government are slow to act leaving
the community to fight its battles on its
own. Currently there is a positive turn on
Glenmore as the municipality made funds
available to refurbish the sporting facility
after the social audit was conducted and
an intensive media campaign embarked
on by the community. This does not
happen in many municipalities.

Key lessons from the
social audit tool and
recommendation
From all the social audit processes that have
been conducted in South Africa to date, there
are key emerging lessons that are worth
mentioning here.

Criticised as being a duplication
of effort
The model is often criticised by officials
as a duplication of monitoring processes.
Many government officials are adamant
that government’s own monitoring systems
are sufficient and therefore see no need for
communities to do monitoring.
The social audit tool is an evidence-based
objective accounting process that enables
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communities to determine the value of a
service or facility provided. The community
is also able to establish the extent to which
the rendered services meet the standards
stipulated in the service level agreement
or contract signed between a government
entity and a service provider. Due to the
fact that the tool itself is an accounting
procedure, it provides challenges for ordinary
citizens to engage with and fully understand
the information contained in service level
agreements which often requires an expert
input (e.g. an engineer, accountant, quantity
surveyor, etc.) to break down the information
for ease of access by communities.

Involvement of other stakeholders
(technical expertise)
Due to the technical nature of social auditing,
a great deal of resources are needed in
building the capacity of communities to

undertake social audits. As mentioned above,
as part of the audit process, various highly
technical documents such as municipal
budgets, implementation plans, procurement
policies, and service level agreements,
beneficiation agreements, etc. are accessed
and analysed. This requires first that these
documents are accessed and at times this is
not as easy as walking into relevant offices
and asking for copies. More often than not,
communities have had to use the Promotion
of Access to Information Act to access
some of these documents. That in itself is
a technical process. Once accessed, the
documents must be analysed and simplified
for the community to understand and apply
to their issue of concern. It is highly unlikely
that a community that has limited resources
and technical capacity would be able to
undertake a social audit on their own. For
many of the successful social audits that
have taken place in South Africa to date, the
various communities who undertook them
did so with the support of community-based
organizations and local NGOs.

give people the power, capacity, capability and
access needed to change their own lives, by
putting people at the centre of the development
process to improve their own communities and
influence their own destinies.

Promotes access to information
As mentioned above, access to information
is key in a social auditing process: where
there is information there is power
(Friedman, 2006). Access to information is
embedded in the use of the tool. It becomes
difficult to conduct a social audit without
access to information.
The social audit tool opens up channels
for citizens to openly engage government
documents and spending. It gives
communities an opportunity to ask relevant
questions around specific service delivery
objectives. Communities are empowered
to scrutinize agreements signed between
government and contractors and are able
demand accountability. The use of the tool

instils a sense of ownership by communities
in any development project, gives meaning
and volume to the community voice, and
increases the confidence of civil society in
its participation in the development space.
This enhances government accountability
and transparency.

Ensures value for money
The concept of value for money means that
the service provided when measured to
assess the monetary cost of the product or
service against the quality and benefits of
the service is equal. The process is about
ensuring that what has been paid for is
what is delivered and therefore usable for
its intended purpose. Communities are able
to use the budget information as well as the
service delivery agreements to crosscheck
whether what was agreed upon on paper is
what is delivered physically on the ground. It
reduces corruption and the mismanagement
of government resources by making sure
that a quality service has been delivered.

A people centred approach
Unemployed women and children are not
as available in the day as unemployed
men seem to be and often get left out
of election into monitoring structures
of government-driven service delivery
monitoring processes. A social audit works
with the availability of all and is inclusive
in its nature. Community members decide
themselves when they want to meet, when
they want to conduct the audit, they are
not limited to the business hours in which
government officials are available (usually
08h00 - 16h00) and can meet at any time
and conduct the audit any time. That way it
is adaptable and allows for the participation
of men, women, children and others
within a community. The social audit tool
therefore ensures a development process
that actively seeks to fight discrimination
and safeguards against reinforcing existing
power imbalances and inequalities.
Social auditing as an approach gives preference
to strategies for empowering the community
over charitable responses. The tool focuses
on beneficiaries as the owners of the service
and directors of development, which enables
the safeguarding of state resources and limits
corruption (Friedman, 2006). The goal is to

Conclusion
The social audit approach puts citizens at the centre of development. It encourages citizen
participation and the opportunity for citizens to be involved in decision-making processes
of government that directly impact upon their lives. People living in poverty need to be
respected and treated as citizens with equal rights and responsibilities rather than objects
of charity. The social audit tool can be used to support communities to become genuine
protagonists in their own development. This can be achieved by enabling communities to
undertake oversight responsibility on local service delivery projects, be it the building of a
sports field, communal toilets or housing amongst others.
The social audit process has been overlooked in development. Government and
development agencies must encourage and build the use of social audit methodology
into the planning, monitoring and evaluation of development processes. Government
should embrace the opportunity provided by the use of the social audit tool to work in
partnership with communities and other stakeholders to realise its (i.e. government's)
constitutional obligation to improve the quality of life of all its citizens.
The benefits of using the social audit methodology far exceeds the costs which
are incurred when there is no monitoring mechanism in place to ensure quality
and accountable service delivery. Citizens should therefore be given an opportunity
to ask the relevant questions that pertain to the delivery of services in their
communities. The tool can be used to limit the rampant corruption that is currently
stifling service delivery. By using the social audit tool, government can make
further strides in reinforcing positive engagements between government and its
citizens and realise the importance of the citizen voice in development by being
more open to positive criticism.
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