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A FEMINIST LENS TO
SERVICE DELIVERY
Sikhander Coopoo

“… feminism doesn’t mean the same thing to all people; feminism is sometimes a contested
space. The label doesn’t meet everyone’s expectations, but is a welcome home for others.

Feminism is profoundly about power, potential, passion, and rights. Feminism has changed in
purpose and meaning throughout the ages.” (Thorpe, 2018: 7)

This article uses the words womxn, mxn and humxn as opposed to woman, man and human as a conscious way of ensuring the inclusion
of transgender persons. By doing so it recognises that as important as it is for government to provide basic services, it is equally important to
advance conversations on inclusive and non-discriminatory service provision.

One of the world’s oldest forms of inequality
is gender inequality. It manifests itself
in violence against womxn and girls, in
limitations on access to land ownership
and on the rights of womxn and girls to
engage in political processes. Inequality
is bad for everyone, but it has devastating
consequences for black womxn who make
up the majority of South Africa’s poor. Even
though we have a legislative and policy
framework in place to guide how basic
services are delivered, more than half of
South African households live in poverty and
do not have access to basic services.
Not having access to basic services such
as water and electricity negatively affects
womxn and girls more than mxn, as often it
is womxn and girls who bear the burden of
fetching water, washing clothes, collecting
wood for fire and cooking food. The
patriarchal sexual division of labour means
that in addition to womxn being responsible
for childcare and cooking, womxn usually
have also to manage water, sanitation, family
(and communal) health and energy supplies.

This is part of the triple burden that womxn
carry in families and society¹. Improving
black womxn’s access to basic services
means improving the lives of the most poor
and overburdened in South Africa.
Current initiatives to mainstream and
consider gender in the delivery of services
has not as yet managed to address prevailing
power imbalances between womxn and
mxn. There are many ways in which this
imbalance can be addressed but none is as
impactful as a feminist approach.
A feminist approach is a rights based
transformative framework that emphasises
inclusivity, participation and collaboration. At
its centre it seeks to tackle deeply ingrained
historical power imbalances, reorganizing
power relations to achieve inclusivity.
A feminist lens is used to reflect on basic
service delivery at a municipal level and
focuses specifically on the provision of water,
sanitation, electrification and housing. Using
a feminist lens, what, for example, would
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public toilets look like if they were built with
womxn users in mind?
2020 is important for womxn’s rights: it is the
25th anniversary of the Beijing Declaration
(Beijing+25, 2020). In 1995 womxn from
all over the world came together in Beijing
with the purpose of asking for gender
equality and empowerment of womxn,
everywhere. This meeting of minds led to
the development of the Beijing Declaration
and Platform for Action as a vehicle to rally
people around geder equality and womxn’s
empowerment. The core message, central
in the plan for action, was that empowering
womxn empowers humxnity. Since then,
many governments (including South Africa)
and civil society across the globe have
translated the Platform for Action into
country specific deliverables. Sadly in South
Africa, 25 years after the promise of Beijing,
womxn have still not achieved equality in
the manner envisaged, instead they are
facing increasing violence and increased
misogynism. Government doesn’t seem to
know what to do.

Central in conversations around feminism is
the notion of power, how it is held, used, and
by whom it is used. Feminism as an approach
engages power, choice and decision-making
in ways that ensure the inclusion of the
underprivileged. It assumes that there are
people who are less represented in the
decisions being made by those in power who
should be represented and whose needs,
views and voices matter. These could be
decisions about where schools must be built,
where communal taps must go, how big the
public ablution facilities must be and where
they must be, how wide the streets must be,
etc. All of these are decisions that impact on
the daily living of many people, and on their
use of time.
Over the years, there has been very little
attention paid to town planning and service

delivery from a feminist perspective.
Conversations on feminism were mostly
limited to ensuring inclusivity in the decisionmaking structures. It took a while for the
feminist movement to understand that
representation of womxn did not necessarily
translate to feminist decision-making and
feminist resource allocation.
Feminism is not just about womxn. It is
about the imbalance of power in a society
whereby the majority of the population
struggle to achieve their potential. The
barriers to power and equality are varied
and interconnected. How power is exercised
often enables exclusion. Local government
is the sphere of government closest to the
people. It is the coalface of service delivery.
Where power is located and used in local
government ultimately impacts on how
4

services are delivered, who benefits from
such services and where service delivery
takes place. The decision-making process is
where womxn are often excluded, resulting
in detrimental consequences not only for
womxn, but for communities at large.
Decisions on services such as water,
sanitation and electrification impact on
mxn and womxn differently. Lack of access
to electrification affects womxn and girls
far more than it does mxn. In households
with electricity, womxn spend less time
on household chores. In many households
in South Africa roles are gendered; for
example womxn are responsible for
cooking, cleaning, doing the washing,
looking after children, caring for the
elderly or the sick, while mxn go out in
search for jobs, work on farms and herd

cattle. In households with no electricity, it
is normally womxn or girl children who have
to walk far distances to collect wood for fire
and water for cooking. The time taken to
collect wood and water, making the fire and
cooking is reduced when there is electricity,
freeing time for womxn and girls to engage
in other activities, including economic or
productive activities.
Of course there are those who argue for
the benefits of social networks harnessed
by womxn and girls in the process of
collecting wood or in the long distances
travelled to fetch water. To this one only
has to ask a girl child who has had to
travel long distances in extreme weather
conditions if they would have rather walked
that distance chatting to friends or if they
would have preferred access to electricity
and I bet they would prefer some comfort.
A World Bank study by Samad and Zhang
(2019) found that access to electricity
can empower womxn in several ways.
Firstly, it can increase womxn’s labour

force participation, i.e. the ability to seek
work or participate in the economy. Womxn
with an independent source of income are
likely to have greater bargaining power
in the household. This also includes
having greater control over household
assets. Secondly, womxn with access
to electricity can lead healthier lives.
Healthy womxn are better able to be more
productive in society and advance their
own agency. Thirdly, womxn with access
to electricity are able to access the internet
and electronic media for information,
thus allowing greater opportunities for
economic empowerment and political
participation. Social media platforms also
allow womxn to have easier and cheaper
access to family and friends – it shortens
the distances between people. Fourthly,
the study also found that access to
electricity can lead to better education
opportunities and outcomes for girls.
Better education for girls has a long term
positive development effect on not only the
girls life, but on future generations as well.
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When municipalities electrify households,
it leads to greater womxn’s participation,
decision making and empowerment inside
the household (intra-household level).
The meaning and value of a home has
evolved over time. A home is no longer
an oppressive institution linked to hard
gendered labour but in feminist thinking it
is viewed in a more nuanced manner which
seeks to balance the negative experiences
associated with home for womxn against
recognition of the potentially positive
aspects of a relationship with home,
where home could be seen as a safe
space of dignity.
Now shifting our attention to other basic
services provided by the state, let us look
at communal ablution facilities in informal
settlements for example. If communal
toilets in informal settlements were built
using a feminist lens they would have
facilities such as:

• Larger toilets with adequate space
that allows one to take an infant
inside either for safety or for changing
a nappy; and would be accessible to
differently able-bodied persons and
those in wheelchairs.
• Doors would be located facing a bright
light source for the safety of womxn and
girls; and they would have locks.
• There would be socially acceptable
disposal facilities in or near the
toilets for womxn and girls to use
to dispose of sanitary and other
feminine hygiene products.
• There would be safe and secure
access to clean water nearby the toilet
for use by womxn and girls during their
menstrual cycle.
There are many other examples and
instances where one can show the
difference that would be seen in the
quality of basic services if they were
designed and delivered by feminist
thinking people. Humxn settlement
development is another that could be
done differently if it were approached
through a feminist lens.

Conclusion
This article has highlighted that womxn
do not benefit equally from government
services. Gender differences impact
strongly on how womxn, mxn and nonbinary people access, participate and
influence government decision-making
processes and the extent to which basic
services respond to their needs. This article
is not only written for development planners
and decision-makers in government but is
written for the service user who needs to
awaken to the reality and the limitations of
the basic services provided by the state.
Feminism as an approach, framework and
thinking is not about gender but is a manner
of being and doing. It is about embracing
the responsibility of ensuring that the world
is fair and that services respond to the
needs of all not just a limited few.
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CHILDRENS RIGHT TO SHELTER:
IMPLICATIONS FOR
UPGRADING OF INFORMAL
SETTLEMENTS
Ronald Eglin

The South African Constitution says that if households

living in informal settlements have children, these children
have the right, now and immediately, to “basic shelter”.
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The Constitution says that everyone
has the right to “adequate housing”
(S26.1), and that the state must take
reasonable “legislative and other
measures, within its available resources,
to achieve the progressive realisation
of this right” (S26.2). There is however
an additional often overlooked clause in
The Constitution dealing with housing:
section 28, dealing with the rights of
children, says that “every child [under
the age of 18] has the right to ... (c)
basic .... shelter ...”.
It is important to note that this children’s
right to shelter does NOT have the
clauses relating to “take reasonable
legislative measures”, “within available
resources”, or “achieve the progressive
realisation of this right”. This means
that children have an absolute right to
shelter that is not tempered by these
limiting clauses.
This
potentially
has
significant
implications for government housing
programmes. The upgrading of informal
settlements, for example, is based on an
incremental approach to the realisation
of adequate housing where government
first focuses on the provision of basic
services like communal water standpipes
and communal toilets and then over
time upgrades these services to more
permanent services. Top structures
and shelter only comes in phase four of
the upgrading of informal settlements
programme process. Could it be argued
that government MUST immediately,
now, without waiting for “taking
reasonable legislative measures” or
being concerned about “within available
resources”, intervene and provide
“shelter” to the child and the parent
or guardian? After all, section 28(1)(b)
says every child has the right “to family
care or parental care”, so if children get
shelter parents must as well.

It is however also important to note that
this children’s right to shelter uses the
word ‘shelter’ and not ‘housing’. I am
unaware of any legal precedent that
clarifies the significance of the difference
in definition of these two terms -‘shelter’
and ‘adequate housing’.
In the upgrading of informal settlements
and managed land settlement (where
government allows people to settle on
land that has at least basic services
and basic tenure recognition and this
area is then upgraded over time) it
is argued that one may not achieve
“adequate housing” now but by following
incremental approaches (“reasonable
legislative and other measures”) one
will over time (“progressive realisation of
this right”), as funds become available
(“within available resources”) work
towards the realisation of the right to
“adequate housing”.
The United Nations (UN) has identified seven
elements of adequate housing: (1) security of
tenure, (2) availability of services, materials,
facilities and infrastructure, (3) affordability,
(4) habitability, (5) accessibility, (6) location,
and (7) cultural adequacy¹. According to the
UN “housing is not adequate [habitable]
if it does not guarantee physical safety
or provide adequate space, as well as
protection against the cold, damp, heat,
rain, wind, other threats to health and
structural hazards.”
The South African Constitution says
that if households living in informal
settlements have children, these children
have the right, now and immediately, to
“basic shelter”. Would a self-built shack
made of corrugated iron and wood,
even if it is built on a tenure secure
piece of land and has access to water
and sanitation as part of an upgrading
of informal settlement programme, be
deemed a “basic shelter” for the child? I

would assume the courts would say that
“basic shelter” for a child would need to
be “habitable” and given the definition
of “habitable” above, a self built wood/
corrugated iron shack would probably
not meet this “habitable” test.
What does this all mean for how the South
African government is approaching the
upgrading of informal settlements? Does
it mean that households that do not have
children can continue to have their right
to adequate housing addressed through
a “progressive” step by step process
where the government subsidised house
only comes in phase four; whereas
households that have children must
have “basic shelter” provided up front in
phase two of the upgrading of informal
settlements programme and not wait for
phase four?
One possible approach for addressing
the shelter needs of households with
children may lie in the emergency
housing programme where these
households are provided with emergency
housing/ “shelter” such as the modular
wooden/ corrugated and other shelter
solutions being provided through the
emergency housing programme². This
would be over and above the basic
services and tenure recognition that
forms part of phase two (the project
initiation phase) of the upgrading of
informal settlement programme.
It is hoped that this short article has
opened up the debate on how children’s
right to shelter (and housing) can be
incorporated into the upgrading of
informal settlements programme. We
look forward to hearing from others on
their views on how the child’s right to
basic shelter can be achieved.

¹ See https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FS21_rev_1_Housing_en.pdf
² For a summary of the emergency housing programme see section 4 on page 21 at http://www.dhs.gov.za/sites/default/files/documents/national_
housing_2009/1_Simplified_Guide_Policy_Context/1%20Vol%201%20Part%201%20Simplified%20Guide%20to%20the%20National%20
Housing%20Code.pdf
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COMMUNITY RADIOS
AS PLATFORMS FOR
ACCOUNTABILITY,
OPENNESS,
TRANSPARENCY AND
LEADERSHIP IN LOCAL
GOVERNANCE
Community radio stations are an
important and accessible medium
through which many South Africans
receive up to date news and
participate in civil society. They
play an important role in facilitating
grassroots dialogue that strengthens
communities, preserves culture and
provides information in local languages
that their audience understands.
Community radio is defined normally
as ‘a non-profit, short-range radio
station broadcast that caters for the
information needs of people living in
a particular community in languages
and formats that suit that specific
community’ (Beavon, 2019).
The Eastern Cape alone has more than
20 community radio stations that service
approximately 1.3-million people a week
(BRC, 2019). The majority of these stations
are operated within and are wholly-owned
by the communities they serve. This is the
fundamental difference between mainstream
radio and community radio stations. The
latter is local, not-for profit, local community
oriented, serving and accessible to its
community audience, while the former

is commercially driven. Community radio
broadcasts in diverse languages that local
residents understand. Their coverage and
reach differs vastly, from the 170 000 OR
Tambo residents who make up the audience
of Unitra Community Radio (UCR-FM) to the
11 000 people who listen to Takalani FM in
Aliwal North (BRC, 2019).
To generate revenue, community radio
stations have to work with government,
the community and other community
groupings such as churches and civil
society organisations that use community
radios for advertisements and information
sharing. Ethically, community radio
stations have to balance revenuegenerating content with that which builds
civil society and active citizenry in support
of democracy. For community radio
stations which are often in need of cash to
sustain their operations, this can be quite
a tough balancing act. It would be more
profitable for community radio stations
to air content for which they can derive
an income, but that would make them
profit-making and profit-driven entities.
The ability of community radio stations to
derive income, while serving communities
9

Community radio is defined
normally as ‘a non-profit,
short-range radio station
broadcast that caters for
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community in languages and
formats that suit that specific
community’

Zwanga Mukhuthu
by providing content that builds civil
society, is little explored in the literature.
This article seeks to investigate the extent to
which community radio stations achieve this
balance. It shines a spotlight on the kinds of
existing community radio programmes that
promote active citizenship. This article also
explores the extent to which citizens have
been able to hold elected representatives
and others in community leadership
structures accountable as a result of
community radio programming.
The research on which this article is
based was conducted using participatory
approaches and was done with active
participation of many community radio
stations. The study was part of Afesiscorplan’s programme interventions. This
article draws on only certain parts of
a larger study and focuses only on the
extent to which community radio stations
contribute to building civic agency. The
table on the following page lists the
community radio stations that were part
of the study. The table also indicates the
average listenership of each of the radio
stations as per 2019 figures.

Name of station

Number of
listeners

District covered

Location

Unitra Community Radio (UCR-FM)

170 000

OR Tambo

Mthatha

Vukani Community Radio

139 000

Chris Hani

Cala

Forte FM

114 000

Amathole

Alice

Inkonjane 100.5 FM

93 000

OR Tambo

Flagstaff

Alfred Nzo Community Radio

84 000

Alfred Nzo

Mount Ayliff

Kouga FM

65 000

Sarah Baartman District

Humansdorp

Ingwane FM

63 000

OR Tambo

Mthatha

Lukhanji 93.7 FM

62 000

Chris Hani

Komani

Sajonisi Youth Radio

62 000

OR Tambo

Port St Johns

Mdantsame FM

61 000

Buffalo City

Mdantsane

Bayfm 107.9

60 000

Nelson Mandela Bay

Port Elizabeth

Izwi Lethemba (the voice of hope)

56 000

Buffalo City Metro

East London

Nkqubela (KQfm 97.0)

56 000

Nelson Mandela Bay

Port Elizabeth

Khanya Community Radio

55 000

Amathole

Butterworth

Link FM

44 000

Buffalo City Metro

East London

PE FM 87.6

41 000

Nelson Mandela Bay

Port Elizabeth

Ngqushwa FM

39 000

Amathole

Peddie

Kumkani FM

17 000

Buffalo City Metro

East London

Wild Coast FM

16 000

Buffalo City Metro

East London

Luister FM 90.6

13 000

Nelson Mandela Bay

Port Elizabeth

Takalani Community Radio

11 000

Joe Gqabi

Aliwal North

Kingfisher FM 103.8

8 000

Nelson Mandela Bay

Port Elizabeth

IFM 97.9 Nelson Mandela Bay

4 000

Nelson Mandela Bay

Port Elizabeth
Source: (BRC, 2019)
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Almost all community radio stations
interviewed indicated that they have
existing weekly programmes that are
directed at building agency or active
citizenship or contribute to strengthening
democracy, promoting the rule of law or
promoting human rights. Other community
radio stations had specific programmes
that were directed at strengthening public
participation in local government and were
bridging the gap between citizens and
their elected representatives at a local
government level. For example Alfred
Nzo FM has a programme called “Talk
to Your Councillor”. The programme airs
every week and is aimed at assisting rural
listeners to ask their ward councillors
questions around service delivery. This they
do for all four local municipalities where
they have coverage. That the community
radio has a sustained programme that
enables communities to engage and
access their elected representatives is
commendable because such is usually
only prevalent on the eve of elections.
In Buffalo City, Kumkani FM features a
programme called “Masithethe Political”
which is a current affairs programme aimed

at educating listeners in and around Buffalo
City about how local government works, how
participatory planning happens, the steps
in the budgeting process, and encourages
citizens to participate. Presenters on the
programme go out of their way to access
information, often from the municipal
website and also through various municipal
departments. They analyse such information
and present it in accessible ways for the
listeners of the programme. KQ Talk on
Nkqubela FM, which covers a large part of
the Nelson Mandela Bay Metro, features
a “State of the Ward” programme where
councillors go to the studio and address
residents on what the councillor has
achieved over a certain period and outlines
the ward plans for the coming period. This
facilitates accountability and at its best
bridges the gap between citizens and their
elected representatives.
These are just a few examples of the
kinds of programmes that community
radio stations have created in order
to strengthen local governance. This
contribution of community radio hardly
gets explored in the literature and is not
valued much. It is important to reflect and
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THE NOT IN MY BACKYARD
SYNDROME
Qhamani Neza Tshazi

NIMBY is a perfectionist attitude that seeks to protect and
preserve middle class tendencies and comforts including
affluent and well-serviced neighbourhoods.

There is a growing voice of community
activists in South Africa who support propoor development for as long as it is not
happening close to where they live. These
are people in much more established
middle class neighbourhoods who do
not want to co-exist with the poor. Their
concerns are based on pre-conceived
stereotypes such as that poor people
are loafers, proponents of crime and
unhygienic individuals who will mess up
the aesthetic of their neighbourhoods. A
term used to define this kind of activist is
the “Not in My Back Yard” activist which
is shortened as NIMBY activist. NIMBY
is a word used to describe their attitude
and behaviour. NIMBY is a perfectionist
attitude that seeks to protect and preserve

middle class tendencies and comforts
including affluent and well-serviced
neighbourhoods. In most instances NIMBY
activists understand the plight of the poor
and support the struggles of the poor.
The extent to which they advocate for
interventions to address the development
needs of the poor depends on how close
of far these interventions are from where
they reside.
While NIMBY activists support the
struggles of the poor, they are quick to
launch an attack whenever pro-poor
development encroaches on what they
view as their backyard or neighbourhood.
Their tactics are strategic, informed and
resourced. They use social networks and
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media to their advantage. Such has been
the case in many instances where court
cases were launched for the eviction of
residents of many informal settlements
on the basis that these informal
settlements would reduce the value of
property owned by the middle class, that
they were distorting the aesthetic of the
neighbourhood and/or that their existence
would lead to environmental degradation
of one kind or another. Petitions have been
submitted to municipalities across South
Africa asking for the removal of informal
settlements, for access to electricity to be
cut off or for basic services to be halted
in the hope that the residents in the
informal settlements would be frustrated
enough to pack up and leave.

Neighbourhood watches and rate payers’
associations are examples of where NIMBY
activists gather. These civic groups will be
the first to launch attacks against informal
settlement dwellers in their ‘backyard’. In
the relationship between NIMBY activists
and the poor, access to money has often
replaced race as the tool of exclusion.
The NIMBY activist is driven by a strong
belief that government support should
be earned rather than given. By virtue of
their ability to pay rates, NIMBY activists
believe they have earned state support,
so much so that they believe the state
should stand with them in keeping the
poor at arm’s length. Through paying rates
and taxes and by contributing to the local
and national fiscus they believe that they
have earned the privilege to receive public
services of a quality much higher than that
received by the poor.

informal settlements because diseases
and infections such as Covid-19 tend
to spread rapidly in more densely
populated areas. As a result, the state
is now prioritising de-densification and
relocation from those informal settlements
with the highest density. Part of this dedensification agenda has been the setting
up of Temporary Relocation Areas, or TRAs
as they have now come to be known, to
house people from overcrowded informal
settlements while the state explores more
permanent accommodation solutions.
These more permanent solutions include
either dividing the land that the informal
settlements were originally built on into
decent sized plots, installing internal
services, building houses and allowing
people to move back onto this land,
or finding additional new land where
permanent houses can be built.

It has not been surprising therefore that
state efforts to save lives in the face of
Covid-19, by intensifying service delivery
in poorer communities, has been met
with some resistance by NIMBY activists.
Covid-19 demands that the state ensures
that environments are far more hygienic
and that residents, in particular those
living in informal settlements, have
access to clean and safe drinking water
and decent sanitation amongst other
things. This has often meant that, for
example, refuse in affluent middle class
neighbourhoods would not be collected
as regularly as was done in the past as
the existing refuse collection services
now have to be shared between more
settlements. NIMBY activists have been
up in arms in many cities, demanding
improved services for themselves. This
could be interpreted to imply that they
do not want their rates and taxes to fund
basic service provision for those who
cannot afford to pay for it themselves.

The few TRAs that have already been
established have generally been accepted
and welcomed by residents in informal
settlements because the temporary houses
are often bigger and built of material that is
often better than the corrugated iron sheets
that the original shacks are normally built
out of. Furthermore the technology used in
building the TRA housing structures is new
and more innovative, and in TRAs there are
enough basic services for the population
size that is relocated and these services are
designed to support high levels of hygiene.

Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, the South
African state, led by the ANC government,
had been looking at different ways of
addressing the challenges of overcrowding
in informal settlements. However it was
moving slowly to implement its responses
and plans. The Covid-19 pandemic has
forced the state to respond quicker to
matters of overcrowding and density in

Although the TRAs have generally been
accepted by those who are being relocated
to them as an acceptable short-term
intervention, the turnaround time between
the relocation to TRAs and the relocation
into permanent housing structures has
come into question. According to a growing
number of NGOs, the extent to which the
de-densification intervention via TRAs
fits within the bigger scheme of informal
settlement upgrading has not always been
clear. The dominant view in the NGO sector
is that unless de-densification via TRAs
is part of a larger scheme of upgrading
of informal settlements and not just a
Covid-19 response, de-densification is
just a drop in the ocean and not the best
path to housing South Africa’s urban poor.
It must be noted that these NGOs have
been advocating the upgrading of informal
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settlements as part of a mixed bag of
housing interventions for many years prior
to the Covid-19 pandemic.
The voice of NIMBY activists has also
been very vocal in their fight against
TRAs. NIMBY activists are against these
TRAs not because they do not like the
concept and model, but because of their
location. They believe some TRAs are
located too close to their neighbourhoods.
This has brought the reality of poverty to
the front door of the well-off and wealthy.
The concerns of many NIMBY activists
are also to a large degree driven by the
fact that the word ‘temporary’ holds little
value in the human settlements sphere
when it comes to our recent experience.
Temporary, in the housing delivery space,
where the state is the driver, can be
anything from a year to many years. There
have been many temporary housing areas
over the years that move from what was
envisaged as a temporary relocation area
to became a permanent squatter camp or
an informal settlement after many years
of people either being left there or having
others move in as quickly as the original
occupants take occupancy of their new
state provided houses. The reality now is
that TRAs could become a never ending
conveyor belt of new people continually
moving in and out. But it is not the poor who
must take the blame for this. That there is
a further long line of ‘poor’ people waiting
at the end of the queue to take occupancy
of the TRA structures, thereby continuing
the conveyor belt process, is a function of
the slow rate of housing provision against
the high demand or need.
The reduction in property value
concerns of NIMBY activists are in many
instances well-founded. After all a house
is an asset linked firmly to the financial
security of many families. The aim of this
article is not to discount the concerns
and realities of many NIMBY activists
but rather to advocate that we need
to adopt a city wide approach to our
understanding of what a neighbourhood
is. The history of violent dispossession
and forced removals as well as the
socio-economic context of South Africa
demands that we do so. Cities have to
embrace a notion where every part of

the city (including the areas perceived
as ‘threats’ by NIMBY activists) is
part of one larger neighbourhood. By
extending the concept of a neighbour
to the city scale we inherently recognize
our inter-connectedness and thus the
connectedness of our struggles. Such
thinking lies at the core of building social
cohesion, something that the National
Development Plan advocates.

A developing country like South Africa cannot
afford to have a middle class that does not
want to co-exist with the poor due to the kinds
of baseless stereotypes that most NIMBY
activists offer in many public debates. South
Africans of all social classes ought to work
with one another to ensure the improved
socio-economic conditions of everyone,
especially the poor and most vulnerable. We
cannot allow money to replace race as a tool
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of exclusion. Effective planning and resource
allocation can go a long way towards meeting
the needs of the poor if the NIMBY activists
would also support such pro-poor budget
allocations. We have an opportunity to use
the Covid-19 moment as an important step
towards embracing the redistribution of state
resources towards the basic service needs of
our poorer members of society.
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REPORTING ON LOCAL
GOVERNMENT AHEAD OF THE
LOCAL GOVERNMENT ELECTIONS:
A CALL FOR LISTENING JOURNALISM
This article argues that the journalism landscape, now more than ever, requires

‘listening journalism’ as an alternative and more fruitful way for reporting on local
government elections
Zimasa Mpemnyama

Introduction
As South Africa gears up for the 2021 local
government elections, which are always an
action-packed news cycle, the news media
will focus a majority of its time and resources
on covering the elections. While the work
done by the media during this period is
commendable as it is done in a fast-paced
and high-pressure environment, studies
done on election coverage in South Africa
show that a lot of useful information usually
falls through the cracks in the coverage
(Chiumbu, Dlamini & Molobela 2017;
Findlay & Dayile 2019; Media Monitoring
Africa 2017). Other scholars have found
that the South African media carries a
middle-class bias, often delegitimizing and
demonizing protest and using stereotypical
representations of working class subjects
(Friedman 2011; Wasserman, Chuma &
Bosch 2018; Chiumbu 2016). This points to
some of the shortcomings of the press, which
is often referred to as the ‘fourth estate’¹.
To counter this gap, this article argues
that the journalism landscape, now more
than ever, requires ‘listening journalism’
as an alternative and more fruitful way for
reporting on local government elections.

The impulse for this suggestion was driven
by how previous research has shown that
the media fails to cover elections (both local
and national) in a manner which provides a
nuanced and broad picture of South Africa’s
political landscape to the public.
When the nation ushered in a new
dispensation in 1994, successful and not
so successful efforts were made, by both
the government and the media fraternity,
to transform journalism and untangle it
from its problematic past (Berger, 1999;
Mayher & McDonald 2007; Wasserman
2014). During the apartheid regime, the
government used the media as a tool to
advance apartheid ideology. The press took
cues from the government and was often
guilty of criminalizing political activity (for
example coverage of the 1976 student
uprising indicates this), overtly supporting
apartheid (the Afrikaans press was mostly
guilty of this) and restricting information on
the anti-apartheid movement (Bird & Garda
1996). Harassment of journalists was also
rife, resulting in journalists being brought
before courts “to disclose their sources of
information”. Journalists were “detained
in prison for questioning, or charged with
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various offenses. Journalists’ applications for
passports were routinely refused” (Hachten
& Giffard 1984: 12). Apart from newsroom
reforms in the post-apartheid era, more
scholarly interventions have tried to grapple
with the theoretical underpinnings of the
profession, underpinnings which ultimately
have consequences for the practical task of
doing journalism in a post-colonial setting
(Rodny-Gumede 2018).
An interesting intervention has been the one
concerned with critiquing journalism’s ability
to give voice, to speak for the marginalized
and to place itself as a “watchdog” to power.
Scholars have proposed a new approach
to doing journalism, one which involves
shifting the focus of the profession from
giving voice to listening (Garman & Malila
2017; Wasserman 2013). In this context,
listening journalism refers to journalism
which consciously prioritizes the voices of
marginalised and underrepresented groups
through active ‘listening’. This approach
takes stock of the complexities of South
Africa’s history and current reality, and
works towards centring the voices of those
the media sometimes deems unworthy
to be listened to such as the poor, the

working class, victims of gender-based
violence, those who reside in informal
settlements and rural areas etc. Within a
political context, Garman & Malila view
listening as “a process of acknowledging
and recognising difference and inequality”
(Garman & Malila 2017: 2). Proponents
of this approach to journalism view it as a
political and ethical way of correcting the
historical errors which the industry has
partaken in. In this vein, listening journalism
opens up spaces for connecting “horizontal
discussions between citizens to the vertical
axis of political power” (Wasserman 2013:
79). According to Wasserman, journalists
who take the task of listening seriously
can facilitate “a politics from the ground
up”. This means that the media can be
an amplifier of voices and can take “local
struggles to the national or the global
arena” (Wasserman, 2013: 79). This
approach is often associated with the work
done by community media outlets, which
are seen as being inherently connected to

the communities they serve due to their
proximity and accessibility.
The coverage of local government elections
is particularly important because this
coverage has the potential to open the doors
of communication between the electorate
and those candidates who are closest to
their communities. However this desire to
open up this line of communication need
not only be the job of community media
organisations but should also be a desire
of national media platforms. These national
media platforms should shift their gaze to
local communities too, and move away from
focusing on political party factions (which
also exist at the ground-level) and national
rallies hosted by party leaders.
The 1996 White Paper on Local Government
spells out the function and role of local
government as an independent sphere of
governance. In the foreword to the White
Paper, the then Minister for Provincial
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Affairs and Constitutional Development,
Mohammed Valli Moosa, pronounced that
local government “is centrally concerned with
working with local citizens and communities
to find sustainable ways to meet their needs
and improve the quality of their lives”. Moosa
further clarified that local government “is
the sphere of government that interacts
closest with communities, is responsible for
the services and infrastructure so essential
to our people's well-being, and is tasked
with ensuring growth and development of
communities in a manner that enhances
community participation and accountability”
(White Paper 1998: 1). This statement could
be viewed as an ideal which has largely been
difficult to uphold. It has resulted in the local
government sphere being one of the most
scrutinized spheres of government, whose
failings of the last 26 years have become
amplified due to rampant corruption, often
violent factional political battles and an
inability to deal with the vast and necessary
demand for basic services.

Reporting on elections in
South Africa:

The media plays a central role in
disseminating information during elections,
which are usually delicate and volatile
times in any nation’s political calendar. This
dissemination of information is intended
for the public to make informed decisions
about their votes. This necessitates that
the media reports fairly on key issues and
provides a well-rounded plurality of views,
from different voices, so as to adequately
inform the public on key issues like poverty,
unemployment, inequality, gender based
violence, racism, land reform and service
delivery, to name a few. The coverage of
local government elections thus becomes
particularly important because it has the
potential to open the doors of communication
between the public and those candidates
which are closest to their communities. Local
government elections also see participation
from independent candidates who
sometimes have a big following in particular
communities, thus making it crucial for the
media to report widely on all candidates.
Research by Media Monitoring Africa
(MMA) shows that while election coverage
in South Africa might be considered fair, the
picture becomes grim when you scratch
the surface. According to this group, which
has monitored elections since the first
democratic election in 1994, the South
African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC)
represented the 2016 local government
elections “as if they were national elections”
(MMA 2016: 43). This means that the
public broadcaster mainly covered South
Africa’s biggest political parties (African
National Congress (ANC), Democratic
Alliance (DA), Economic Freedom Fighters
(EFF), National Freedom Party (NFP) and
Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP)), and in turn
side-lined smaller parties and independent
candidates. Furthermore MMA found that
both the public broadcaster and private
media focused their coverage on party
political issues, on party campaigning,
election logistics and political violence.
This means that these media platforms
which were included in the study, which
includes e.tv News, Power fm, Talk Radio
702, Eyewitness News, SAfm and Umhlobo

Wenene fm, prioritized news about political
parties and did not pay adequate attention
to other equally important issues such as
“manifesto analyses and voter education
among other things, which have the
potential to inform the electorate about
the viable options”. MMA attributes this
to how the media is driven by “events and
not necessarily issues”. Put differently, the
media flock to organized events during
election time (indeed there are many
rallies, speeches, door-to-door campaigns
which happen during this period) and they
then neglect important issues, “which may
require more time and resources in order
to unpack all the nuances” (MMA 2016:
27). The media focuses its attention on
events - media spectacles - instead of
contextualizing and engaging on day-today issues like access to water, sanitation,
potholes, lack of local jobs, nepotism and
incompetence in municipalities for instance,
which affect audiences.
Chiumbu, Dlamini and Molobela (2017)
equally found that the SABC’s reporting
on the 2016 local elections did not centre
matters of direct concern to citizens. Instead
the concern was around political party
figures and factions. These stories often
quoted official sources like government
spokespersons, the police, the Independent
Electoral Commission (IEC) and party leaders,
while decentring the public voice. The above
studies focused on the SABC because it is a
public broadcaster which caters to millions,
including young, old, rural, urban, poor and
middle class citizens.

Listening journalism: A
viable alternative?

Listening, as Garman and Malila argue, is
“the other half of communication” (Garman
& Malila 2017: 2). While it is commonly
acknowledged that the media are there to
report, reflect and disseminate information,
what is given less attention is the process by
which this information is gathered - through
listening. The process of listening, in this
context, is political and it is not passive.
Listening journalism involves interacting
with audiences so as to select quotes, to
frame the narrative in a particular manner,
contextualizing and selecting a relevant
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writing/presenting style. A closer look at
the ways in which some media platforms
quote their sources gives an indication of
the diversity of voices which they use. It is
particularly important to observe whether
these sources are given voice to express
their opinions, identities and worldviews
because this can ascribe agency to certain
voices while rendering others speechless.
Quotes in news stories represent what
Van Dijk (1996) refers to as “access” to
media discourse. Access to media (i.e.
being quoted, interviewed, and consulted)
“corresponds with more social power” (Van
Dijk 1996: 86). Put differently, the more you
are quoted (given voice), the greater societal
power you possess. So in order for one to be
listened to, you need to possess a voice.
Practically speaking, listening journalism
involves journalists moving beyond speaking
“for” the public, or foregrounding the opinions
of those in positions of authority to speak
on “behalf” of citizens, but instead shifting
the foundations of journalism by reworking
the taken-for-granted practices journalists
engage in when approaching communities.
Wasserman (2014) argues that an ethics of
listening concerns itself with “the substantive
outcome of restoring the dignity of the
marginalised, discovering interconnections
between people, and enabling a real
engagement across the segmentations
of race and market” (Wasserman, 2014
: 78). This would involve partaking in an
empathetic engagement with communities,
removing the veil of superiority which often
surrounds the journalism profession, and
ultimately listening to “citizens who are very
different from themselves [the journalists],
with whom they may very well disagree” in
order to allow space for active engagement.
For instance while reporting after the 2012
Marikana massacre, De Waal observed that
“journalists just stand around but don’t really
investigate or speak to any of the workers.
… The journalists interacted with the
politicians, the police and sometimes with
AMCU (the Association for Mineworkers and
Construction Union) or NUM (the National
Union of Mineworkers). But there are hardly
any accounts of events from people who
were on the mountain when the massacre
occurred” (De Waal 2012, quoted in
Wasserman 2013: 28).
Wasserman views listening journalism as a

radical project which “entails a subversion
of the very foundational assumptions about
journalists as ‘gatekeepers’, by turning them
into ‘gateopeners’ who decentralise the
power structure inherent in media production
and involve news subjects as equal partners
in the production process” (Wasserman
2013: 79). Garman and Malila’s study of
the listening practices of media outlets in
the Eastern Cape found that while there
was interesting and commendable work
done by both community and mainstream
media outlets, like Zithethele community
newspaper and The Herald, “the trends
show that the commercial imperative often
discourages listening journalism” (Garman &
Malila 2017: 13).
When reporting on the local government
election, journalists must practically consider
the political actors that they have in their
stories, the contexts within which they are
quoted (or not quoted), the angles/focus of
the stories and the power dynamics at play
in the story (meaning, considering the race,
gender and class dynamics which intersect
in the story) and how they affect the ways
in which journalism is done in the political
context. For instance they must consider
moving away from the impulse of following
party leaders throughout the campaign trail,
but instead consider shifting the spotlight
in many instances to local candidates with
fresh political ideas, to community leaders
with a depth of understanding of intricate
community matters, and to community
members who want to share their
perspectives on current affairs.

these neutral identities, or do they operate
within the prism of race, class and gender?
Is ‘listening’ a neutral affair?
We must be careful not to essentialise the
project of listening, especially in a context
as historically loaded as the South African
reality. As pointed out above, we must ask
who is doing the listening? What social
positions do they hold and who is doing
the speaking? If we claim this project of
listening centres public participation and the
voices of the marginalized (the marginalized
in the South African context are black, are
working class and are women), when these
voices of the marginalised speak, are those
who are tasked with listening, capable of
doing so? It would be erroneous to think of
listening journalism as an isolated task done
by individual journalists, thus extracting it
from the social context it exists within. This
means that newsroom culture, race and
gender compositions in editorial leadership,
persistent lack of transformation of the media
industry, inequality amongst journalists,
which later shapes how they view the world,
will all impact on this capacity to listen.
A glaring gap in the literature on listening
journalism is this crucial question of the

intersection of race, class and gender,
for those quoted, but certainly, also for
journalists themselves, as individuals existing
within a social milieu which is still embedded
in oppressive structural challenges of
racism, sexism and economic exploitation.
Chiumbu highlights that the South African
context necessitates a critical engagement
with race due to “the country’s long history
of institutionalised racism and white racial
privilege which today exist in nuanced and
covert ways and manifest in different forms
of social and economic exclusions” (Chiumbu
2013: 419). Furthermore Findlay and Dayile
found that the 2019 election coverage clearly
excluded the voices of women. Their study
found that men were accessed by the media
four times more than women, this, even as
women counted “two million more registered
voters than men” (Findlay & Dayile 2019: 9).
It needs highlighting that these challenges
do not only exist in isolated communities,
but they exist even within newsrooms where
journalists operate and where stories are
pitched, conceptualized and brainstormed.
This poses a challenge to those journalists
who may be committed to the idea of
listening, but encounter push back due to
how newsrooms centre “the commercial
imperative” to make a profit.
Berger, G. 1999. Towards an Analysis of the

Another example could be reporting on
public participation meetings, which usually
involve a wide array of news actors, including
community leaders, community members,
and political party leaders, government
officials, etc. When journalists are in this
environment, they must critically ask, who
has the power? Who is empowered, or
disempowered by my presence? Whose
voice do I seek to amplify and why? How is
my identity and social position intersecting
with my profession? And in this case, as
when we speak of a faceless ‘citizen’ or
faceless ‘public’, we must identify who the
faceless ‘journalist’ is. Is this journalist a
black woman, who herself is marginalised
by virtue of this identity? Is this journalist a
white male who has societal privilege? Are
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