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Abstract
Ward councillors and committees are the fulcrum on which a democratic commitment
to participatory local government, and its attendant developmental aims, pivot. Yet,
ward councillors are often the targets of localised protests that are now endemic as
a critique of the pace and accomplishments of democratic developmentalism. If
participatory structures issuing from the slogan ‘the people shall govern’ were
intended to allow people to voice their grievances and realise their aspirations, why
do so many local communities turn to protest instead? This article investigates the
workings of the ward system through an intensive case study of one ward in
Chochocho, Manzini (a rural trust area in Mpumalanga province), where qualitative
in-depth interviews as well as observation revealed that while the communication
function attendant to democratic governance has been decentralised, this has not
been accompanied by a similar decentralisation of the capacity of the community
to control more directly access to, and decisions over, resource and development
priorities. As the councillor has little influence over decision-making regarding the
allocation of developmental resources, the result is not only ineffective service
delivery in the community, and a growing equivalence between ward structures and
that of the local ANC branch, but as a result, a deep sense of frustration that feeds
scepticism about participation amongst community members. It is this diminution
of participation from the rhetoric of ‘people shall govern’ to the reality of ‘the
people shall speak’ that animates the contestations over the ward system as an
effective space of participation for local communities.

‘The people shall govern’
In 1994, the African National Congress (ANC) came to power with the slogan
‘the people shall govern’ hanging thick in the air. Underlining this notion
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derived from the Freedom Charter was a particular vision of democracy, one
based on participation. This commitment achieved institutional expression
under the ANC-led government through (in the first instance) the restructured
tier of so-called ‘local government’. ‘We said to our people, through local
government, together we shall bring democracy to where you live’, Sydney
Mufamadi declared triumphantly (Ward Committee Resource Book 2005:4).
Within local government writ large, however, a specific new structure was
crafted that absorbed much of the burden of government’s intent to make
real participatory intents inherent in ‘the people shall govern’. That structure
was the ward system.2

In one of the largest restructurings of the geography of governmental
administration undertaken by the new government, every last inch of the
country was carved up into new governance units – wards. Each ward
comprised two interdependent structures: one, elected ward councillors
and, two, the representative ward committees they chaired. Ward councillors
were to be elected in each ward (indeed, the only part of the electoral system
that entails direct representation).3 They were to convene ward committee
and broader community meetings, and represent their constituencies at the
local council or municipality. Ward committees were legislated into existence,
and were to localise democratic participation more intensively within wards.

Together, ward councillors and ward committees were intended to be key
institutional mechanisms for bringing about people-centred participation
and democratic local governance. Thus, the government’s principal advisory
document on the ward system asserted confidently that ‘the objective of
ward committees is to enhance participatory democracy in local government’,
and then proclaimed more assuredly that the ward system represents in fact
‘the primary vehicle for public participation in municipal affairs’ (Ward
Committee Resource Book 2005:20). In other words, through the ward system
the aim was that the people would govern.

Crucially embedded in this was a vision that the ward system would
decentralise democratic participation on development from national and
provincial government to local communities, i.e. embody a bottom-up
approach. Ward committees and councillors were thus positioned at the
centre of a system designed to give ‘voice’ to communities to articulate their
demands, aspirations, and grievances, and in so doing, to make local spaces
and ordinary citizens an integral part of addressing challenges like poverty,
underdevelopment, and unemployment. Indeed, Sicelo Shiceka’s (then-
Minister of Co-operative Governance and Traditional Affairs) aspirations
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for the ward system were once summarised with the headline – ‘Wards a new
cog in service delivery machine!’ (Sunday Times, July 19, 2009).

But, alongside this vehicle for ordinary people to shape local development
priorities, local protests – especially around service delivery – have become
endemic as a means of politics,4 with violent stand-offs (in areas like Balfour
and Standerton, for instance) suggesting an escalation rather than diminution
of the resort to disruptive protest. If participatory structures were intended
to allow people to voice their grievances and realise their aspirations, why
do so many local communities turn to protest?

This article is inspired by these concerns, and investigates the workings
of the ward system to evaluate whether the logic that ‘the people shall
govern’, which underwrites the ward system’, is rhetoric or reality. Through
an intensive case study of one ward in Chochocho, Manzini (a rural trust area
in Mpumalanga province), involving qualitative in-depth interviews as well
as observation, this article examines whether the ward system in practice
functions to enhance local participatory democracy (as the rhetoric
envisions). It shows that in this particular locality, the communication
function attendant to democratic governance has been decentralised and
the ward system, in this regard, effectively does work as intended, i.e. the
local ward councillor and his committee do serve as the communication
bridge between the local community and the municipality.

However, and critically, this has not been accompanied by a similar
decentralisation of the capacity of the community to control more directly
access to, and decisions over, resource and development priorities. As the
councillor has little influence over decision-making regarding the allocation
of developmental resources, the result is not only ineffective service
delivery in the community, but a deep sense of frustration that feeds
scepticism about participation amongst community members.

In sum, the system does not effectively provide for ‘the people’ to govern
because it functions primarily to ensure that ‘the people shall speak’. The
article argues that this is a seriously constrained vision of participatory
governance; however, unlike other scholarship to date, it also suggests that
this does not make the ward system redundant, nor does it require that the
system be jettisoned.5 Providing the kernel of a possibly effective participatory
democracy, the ward system should not only give communities a voice, but
be equally responsive to those voices by allowing communities, in some
way, to more directly shape the prioritisation of expenditure in the budgeting
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processes that shape development in their area. Doing so would fully realise
the ward system’s potential, and overcome its limitations.

Participation, party politics, and political clientelism
Recognising the ways in which the notion of ‘participation’ has become a
buzzword deployed from the conservative right to the radical left, Andrea
Cornwall (2008) recommends caution and care in navigating the analytical
and political terrain of ‘participatory democracy’. The polysemy that has
come to be associated with efforts to include ordinary citizens in decision-
making about their ‘development’ now spans the full range from World-
Bank-style ‘deliberative democracy’ to Fung and Wright’s (2001) ‘empowered
participatory governance’.

Patrick Heller (2001) identifies this thrust towards participation as
simultaneous with democratic deliberation across varied contexts from
Brazil and India to South Africa, while Richard Ballard (2008) specifically
explores how in South Africa ‘participation’ has come to stand in for complex
but unarticulated relationships between ‘representation’, ‘democracy’, and
‘development’. The post-apartheid South African experiment in participation
through the specific political technology of ‘wards’ bears possible instruction
for unpacking the  idea of ‘participation’ as a radical deepening of democracy.
While there has been only limited research to date that examines how the
rhetoric of ‘the people shall govern’ has fared in practice (Parnell et al 2002
and Van Donk et al 2008), research on local government as participation
proliferates (cf. Cameron 1999, Tomlinson 1999, Mabin 2006), and various
studies have begun to outline the political workings of especially the ward
system in various local communities.

Claire Bénit-Gbaffou, in insightful studies (2008a, 2008b, 2009), shows
how the ward system is embedded in complicated party and other political
structures that seriously limit its efficacy as a mode of participatory democracy.
These coalesce around three central political dynamics.

First, ward councillors have little influence in the process of decision
making at the municipal council because of the strong centralisation of
power in the hands of the mayor and his/her mayoral committee. Power to
influence decision making is dangerously attenuated to the party structure
of the local council – that is, the councillor has less power to influence
decisions if their party is in opposition to that of the party dominating the
mayoral council.
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Second, in an interesting study of wards in Johannesburg, she found that
the ward system unexpectedly – and worryingly – opened space for political
clientelism, in which the provision of public goods was exchanged for public
support (Bénit-Gbaffou 2009). She showed that the system is used as a
means of upward political mobility for local councillors, inasmuch as it
provides an interesting source of accountability.

Third, Bénit-Gbaffou goes on to show that in choosing a candidate to
stand as a councillor for a particular party, usually the ANC, the candidate
that the ward suggests might be overlooked if they are not popular at the
party’s branch or regional level. Instead, party loyalty or patronage is often
the basis of the decision for who gets nominated to stand for election. In this
way, ward elections are used to reward party members who are loyal, and
punish those who are not, rather than as a means of giving communities a
voice and facilitating participatory democracy.

Similarly, Gervais-Lambony (2008), in a study of ANC ward councillors in
Vosloorus (Ekurhuleni), found similarly that ward committees were cynically
manipulated to ensure the most effective mix of local representation that
could structure the councillor’s nomination for local government elections.
In this sense, local committee representation was co-ordinated by micro-
level ANC branch politics, rather than a commitment to participatory
democracy.

As Bénit-Gbaffou (2008a:17) argues, ‘[t]he fact that the party rather
than…the constituency has the key role in selecting ward candidates, leads
councillors to try to please their ANC hierarchy more than their constituency’.
Hence, it is not surprising that people by-pass the ward councillors and
committees as a means of getting their voices heard, and opt for protest
instead. She notes that ‘[p]eople’s voices are [indeed] taken into account
only when they resort to exceptional means of expression, outside more
regular, institutionalised and routine participatory structures’.

Similarly, in an interesting case study of Msunduzi in Pietermaritzburg,
Piper and Deacon (2008), who looked at both ANC and IFP wards, found that
mainly party politics shaped the (in)efficacies of the ward system as a form
of democratic governance. They found that ward committees were, in effect,
merely extensions of the local party branch, and therefore reflected the
pathologies associated with the ‘dominant party syndrome’ (2008:61). The
dominant party in fact unashamedly defined effective functioning of ward
committees as the strengthening of the dominant political parties’ structures.
Yunus Carrim thus said once that: ‘[f]or ward committees to work we need
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to have strong ANC branch and other structures and, in turn, strong ward
committees must be used to strengthen ANC branch and other structures’
(2008:69).

The irony, notes Piper and Deacon (2008), is that the structure ensures
that functional wards are in fact ones where ward committees are indeed
colonised by party agendas. While the ward system did actually modestly
improve participation, its limited efficacy inhered in the fact that ‘such
participation voice views consistent with the local party rather than views
emanating from the local community’ (2008: 80). Dominant party hegemony
thus shaped the possible (dys)functions of the ward system, and Piper and
Deacon (2008) conclude that this limited the ward committees’ capacity to
hold the local elite accountable.

Smith (2008:56), in his study of six wards in the North West Province,
similarly found that party political influence, as well as the lack of skills,
funding, and technical capacity limited the efficacy of ward committees.
Moreover, Smith found that one of the major reasons for the inefficacy of the
ward structure was ‘a misunderstanding of the role of the ward committee
in terms of them being seen by communities as an extension of the
municipality’. While community members saw the ward committees and
councillors as responsible for service delivery, Smith (2008: 54) concludes
that ‘[o]ne of the more discouraging findings that emerges out of the case
studies is how little direct influence ward committees appear to have on
council decision-making’. This often leads to ward councillors being blamed
for inadequate service delivery – scapegoats for what is effectively a
municipal responsibility.

Also in the North-West, Putu (2006) examined the Rustenburg municipality,
and found that while some ward committees were functional and encouraged
participation in ways that shaped local politics and the way people perceived
democracy, the lack of interest and non-participation in municipal activities
was actually the order of the day. Putu found that while ward structures
actively participated in, especially, Integrated Development Plans (IDPs),
the process was one of ‘mere information and consultation’, rather than the
devolution of power over budgets. ‘When no benefits materialised’,
summarises Putu, ‘people became disillusioned and lost interest’ (2006: 22).
At the same time, participatory capacity was deeply defined by class, as
wealthier communities in the suburbs of Rustenburg (capacitated through
resources and education) were able to participate actively and effectively,
while poorer communities with less educational resources did not have the
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same capacities for involvement, and instead participated out of the need for
services, with a focus more on participation for development.

The research to date therefore suggests that the ward system has failed
to ensure that participatory democracy is realised. This is as a result of the
centralisation of decision making and dominant party politics including
party patronage and political clientelism. Instead of functioning as a
mechanism to enhance the power of communities, the system’s infrastructure
is used to enhance the power of political parties.

But, all of these studies have been conducted in major metropolitan areas.
We have yet fully to understand how the ward system and its attempt at local
democratic governance works in other kinds of political formations.
Communities in non-metropolitan, rural, former bantustan territories and
those under the governance of traditional leaders have significantly different
structures of political culture, and thus potentially different experiences.
Smaller in size, with multiple lines of political authority (municipalities and
chieftainship), as well as located in the peculiar political context of the former
bantustans, there is much to suggest that we need to understand the
introduction of the ward system in these areas. This study therefore looked
at one of these kinds of communities, taking as its starting point the empirical
realities of the particular location selected. In the final analysis, the study
detailed here – of one rural community – implies that efforts at participatory
democracy in rural locations are resoundingly similar, as well as more
contextual and textured, than studies of metropolitan areas may presume.

Manzini and method
This study focused on Manzini, ward seven, located close to the small town
of White River in Mpumalanga province. It consists of three trusts:
Chochocho, Phola, and some parts of Swalala, under the Masoyi tribal
authority, which falls under Mbombela municipality. Established in 1953, it
has a population of about 5,000 people and has about 1,700 stands. It is a
culturally-mixed locality with siSwati speakers being the dominant group;
however, it also has Tsonga, Zulu, Sotho and Shona-speaking residents.
The housing and architectural structure is mixed, from shacks to RDP
houses, and also more conventional formal housing. It has limited
infrastructure but there is electricity, running water, tarred roads (with
potholes), accessible schools and clinics. Manzini – and Chochocho trust
where most of the research was conducted – is part of the former apartheid
bantustan of KaNgwane, one which had an arguably more peaceful entry
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into democracy than most others. Manzini’s accessibility (geographically
and in terms of language), as well as familiarity (the first author grew up in
Manzini), together with its rural, ex-bantustan, and traditional authority
structure, made it a particularly fertile site for study.

The ward councillor in Manzini is an ANC member and since the ward
system was established, the area has been governed by the ANC. The ANC
enjoys a hegemonic dominance in the ward, with an astounding 96.01
percent majority in the 2009 general elections. The Mbombela municipality
is also under the leadership of the ANC, which is the dominant party in
Mpumalanga, having won 85.55 percent in the most recent general elections,
making it the second largest ANC provincial stronghold in the country after
the Eastern Cape.

The research was qualitative, consisting of mainly in-depth semi-
structured interviews with the ward councillor and ward committee members,
as well as community members.6 Observation of ward committee meetings
and ward community meetings was also undertaken with the councillors’ and
committees’ permission, and proved invaluable in understanding how the
system actually functions in practice. While more limited, the research also
included an analysis of documents (previous minutes, organisational
documents, and historical background) relevant to the ward.

* * *
One afternoon, returning from an interview with a ward committee member
in Chochocho, a young woman in her early thirties, very much a typical
resident of the ‘trust,’ had heard about the research being conducted on the
local ward system, and boldly approached the first author, Musawenkosi.
Asked if she participated in the ward community meetings, she replied
indignantly that she did not. Asked why, and how she expected that the
councillor would know what her needs were if she did not attend the
meetings, her response was fiery and pregnant with meaning: ‘We are going
to take our needs to our graves, because even if we speak about our needs,
the councillor can’t do anything about it’.8

This young woman, in her understatedly astute comment, captured the
essence of the dysfunctionality of the ward system in Chochocho – the
extent to which, while residents of local communities are afforded a voice
through the ward structure to articulate their needs, the extent to which those
needs are met is so circumscribed by the restructuring of power at local
government level that many community members choose not to participate.
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In particular, in her comment, she references the impotence of the councillor
in this equation: he ‘can’t do anything about it’. This pre-figures the most
salient aspect of the ward councillor’s role in Chochocho – its reduction to
that of broker of information.

Ward councillors as ‘information brokers’
In this area, the ward councillor and ward committee’s function within the
community was distinctively and almost exclusively one of information
transfer. Community meetings were dominated by information dissemination
and information gathering. The ward councillor effectively reported back to
the community updates from the municipality (on the status of municipal
services, etc), and, in turn, received information from community members
on their demands and grievances to relay back to the municipality. The ward
councillor’s function was as an agent of information transfer between the
community and the municipality.

Community members thus understood the function of the ward councillor
as confined to the communications role embodied in the community meetings
they are required to convene. The efficacy of a councillor was thus assessed
in relation to one criterion only – their convening of meetings. One young
resident said, ‘we can only say that the ward councillor is not working if he
does not call or convene community meetings and get people’s grievances’
(interview, July 7, 2009). At the same time, in this ward, the councillor did this
very diligently. Despite being a busy man with other commitments and work,
the ward committee met once a month as required by law.

The ward councillor was also active in other ways. The councillor’s most
important job remained the drafting of a Community Development Plan (CDP)
and an Integrated Development Plan (IDP). Every year, residents of
Chochocho are summoned to a meeting by the councillor in which the CDP
and IDP are collectively drafted. It identifies the community’s development
agenda and priorities. Even though community attendance at these meetings
has been on the wane in recent years, the plans are nonetheless
conscientiously drafted each year, and seem to suggest a substantive role
for the ward system in facilitating citizen participation in development.

So, why was the young woman encountered on the road that one
afternoon so dismissive of the role of the councillor in facilitating
participation; and why was she so similar to most of the residents of the area
that were interviewed? In part, it was because the councillor was identified
as being nothing more than an ‘information broker’ – that is, his sole function
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was to act as a conduit of information, taking it from the municipality and
relaying it to the community, and vice versa. Indeed, the councillor’s power
derived principally from their role as the intermediary of information, allowing
them to broker authority in each space – municipal and ward – on the basis
of being the link between the two contexts.

Even in the seemingly important role of drafting the IDP and CDP, as the
councillor himself noted, the plans are colloquially understood as ‘a wish
list’. That is to say, a more formal and elaborate mechanism for articulating
the communities’ needs to the municipality, in ways not substantively
different from the less structured community meetings that collect people’s
demands for passing on to the municipality. The very nomenclature of ‘a
wish list’ summarises the merely information-relating function of the ward
councillor in relation to the IDPs and CDPs. What structures the contours
of this diminished function is the structure of power in local government.

Decentralising communication, centralising power
Chochocho falls under the Mbombela municipality, headquartered in the
city of Nelspruit. The ward councillor retained the role of merely
communicating to the municipality the community’s ‘wish-list’. Critically,
the capacity of the councillor to either make or influence decisions that
would realise the community’s wish-list were, however, circumscribed by
the political architecture of local government, one which decentralises
information to and from wards, but simultaneously centralises budgets,
resources, and decision-making at the municipal level. With power to make
decisions about resource allocation invested in the municipality only, the
councillor is beholden to decision-making processes around the allocation
of development resources that are centralised within the mayoral committee.
The ward councillor himself was aware of the expectation generated from the
community through the participatory process of community meetings that
remains unfulfilled by the bureaucratically centralised municipal processes
of raising and disbursing budgets: ‘The problem is that the “mpakatsi”
(community) thinks that everything that is in their “wish list” or that was put
in the IDP will be achieved tomorrow. It’s not like that. Instead the municipality
must go and source funding or money for it instead’ (Ward Councillor,
interview, July 5, 2009).

Some community members were aware of this as well. ‘The councillor does
address our needs but the problem is budget constraints so he cannot do
anything without the budget’ (interview, September 4, 2009). In fact, the
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ward councillor in Chochocho never receives any budget. Their role is not
as governmental agents of development, but rather in conveying information
about developmental needs in their communities to the Council, which has
final authority to prioritise and allocate budgets.

The ward councillor does have a statutory seat in the local mayoral
council within the municipality, but his official position is in the Waste and
Management portfolio. This ensures that, should he seek to influence the
budget allocation processes of a portfolio other than his own in order to
prioritise a developmental need in his community, this will rely heavily on
personalised relations between himself and the chair of that portfolio. Wards
with councillors who are particularly connected are therefore more likely to
have more elements of their IDPs realised than wards with councillors who
are less savvy in the precarious game of political alliance-building through
personalised networks.

The hierarchies of power produced by urban geography also conditioned
this process. The councillor perceptively suggested that the low prioritisation
of Chochocho was as a result of an urban bias in the municipality’s allocation
of resources:

In this area we are a rural area ja! So it’s a bit difficult to actually get
things to happen on daily basis. How can I put it? Eh eh! In a rural area
it is unlike when you are staying in a formalised area like Kabokweni
(a nearby township) and in town the fact that they pay for services it’s
easy for the municipality to provide them with services. Because the
money goes to the municipality and it comes back for the services, but
with us in rural areas is quite difficult because we are not paying for
services or anything, you see we don’t pay for any basic services. So
it’s a bit difficult to achieve everything as they do in a formalised area,
so actually I have to fight for anything that the community wants, so
that is the challenge I must say it’s a bit difficult. (Councillor, interview,
July 5, 2009)

Sceptical participation
In Chochocho, this resulted in the distinct impotence of the councillor in the
eyes of the community. While the ward’s demands were regularly
communicated to the councillor, they seemed incapable of being realised by
him. Ward community meetings were dominated by the community’s particular
needs around services, yet the effective lack of power of the ward councillor
to influence service delivery at municipal level shaped the community’s
understanding of, and participation in, the ward system.
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On the one hand, this was expressed markedly in the reiteration of the
same demand over and over again. In ward seven’s community meetings,
water was almost ritualistically repeated as a demand as a reflection of the
impotence of the ward system to resolve this problem. A ward committee
member explained: ‘since 2006, when we go to meetings, CBP (Community
Based Planning) point number one water; we come again, CBP point number
one water, you see, it’s been water ever since, it’s always been water you
see, it’s the same thing and the members end up being fed up of always
having to discuss the same thing in meetings, it’s always the same
verse…People no longer attend meetings because of that same verse (water)
but nothing is happening you see’ (interview, September 3, 2009).

The scepticism towards participation as a result of a sense of failed
delivery on demands expressed through the participatory structures was
widespread in the area, like a group of young men Musawenkosi encountered
while en-route to a ward community meeting. On learning about the meeting,
‘Why are you wasting your time,’ one of the more vocal members of the group
sneered. ‘They always speak about the same things: water, electricity,
roads’.

The ward councillor himself was intensely aware of this dynamic, and
recognised with great acuity that the concentration of power at municipal
level, expressed as ‘the top officials’, reduced his own role to the passive,
almost pathetic, one of sending memos and receiving responses.

In reality we are just blaming the councillors for nothing but if you are
in the dark you will bay for the councillor’s blood and blame him for lack
of services but he can’t do anything. But the root of the problem in terms
of service delivery is with the top officials at municipal level, because
we do hold meetings and note down people’s grievances, we do public
participation, and present these to them. If the officials do not forward
that to relevant people who can help us, the councillor can’t do anything
since the problem is with the people you have submitted your report
to and without an answer to that memo you can’t go and report back
to people…there’s nothing he can do, the problem is with the officials
up there. (interview, September 3, 2009)

Intriguingly, the very same scepticism for participation produced by this
dynamic in the community was reproduced amongst ward committee members.
One said, ‘You can’t leave your paying job and go sit at a Mbombela meeting
where they keep on saying the same stuff, the same stuff that does not
happen, and since we have been going to the council meeting, we are just
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going to hear them talk about the same thing but there’s still no service
delivery’ (interview, September 3, 2009). The sense of disempowerment
expressed by the community in attending meetings and articulating
grievances without any power to address those grievances is ironically
repeated by councillors and committee members in relation to their
participation in the municipal council.

At the same time, the ward councillor recognised that the only power he
did exercise – convening meetings and brokering information between
municipality and ward – was precariously dependent on the power over
budgets and resource allocation at municipal level. The councillor and
committee members expressed continuous anxiety about calling meetings
without having any progress updates regarding service delivery. ‘You
cannot call people without having something handy, because people will be
unenthusiastic to come to these meetings’, said one committee member
(June 7, 2009). Many (including the Community Development Worker) were
also nervous about calling people to a meeting to discuss their grievances
without having feedback from the previous issues that were raised. But, their
anxieties ran deeper, and produced some interesting defence mechanisms.
One ward committee member confessed that because service delivery was
slow they felt reluctant to convene meetings at all, and added that they would
lie to avoid some of these dilemmas: ‘We do lie since if you promise
something and never fulfil it, it is the same as lying’ (interview, September
4, 2009).

While the strong scepticisms relating to participation were intricately tied
to the impotence of the councillor, produced by the concentration of power
in the municipality, and the consequent failure to effect service delivery as
people expected, it was also tied to another dynamic – the ANC.

‘Dominant party syndrome’
‘I used to go to these meetings (ward community meetings) but I
stopped because they turn out to be ANC meetings. Where party
politics would be discussed I try to ask whether we were in an ANC
meeting or in a community meeting to discuss our problems as a
community. But they continued with their politics. I left and never went
back again’. (interview, September 5, 2009)

Piper and Deacon (2008) capture what this community member expressed in
their concept ‘dominant-party syndrome’, where the ward system becomes
an extended branch of the ANC. Another participant when asked whether
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he attended ward community meetings responded, ‘which ones, the ANC
meetings?’ ‘No, those convened by the councillor where you discuss
service delivery issues,’ Shaking his head, he offered wryly: ‘No, those are
ANC meetings, when you raise issues they say: “Uyabhunya comrade” [you
are out of order, comrade]. Then you have to shut-up and let comrades speak,
because it’s their meeting, that’s why I don’t even bother going’.

This resident’s misgivings were expressed by many, and seemingly not
without cause. Indeed, the community meeting observed was chaired by the
ANC branch chairperson. On introducing himself to the gathering, the chair
indicated that the councillor (who was present at the meeting) had asked him
to chair the meeting ‘so that you can know who your branch chairperson is’.
The councillor took delight in commenting on the ANC dominance of the
area:

We were lucky to be honest with you (laugh), we were lucky in that
when our ward committee was established we only had the ‘leading
organisation’ (ANC). DA is not represented. Because we don’t have
members of DA in this community, actually it is 100% African National
Congress. It’s just this year when we had eh…national elections we saw
people joining the ‘baby organisation’ (laugh), which is COPE...I don’t
want to dwell much on this one because in the ward committee we have
only the African National Congress. (interview, July 5, 2009)

A ward committee member further admitted: ‘Another thing that makes it for
my block, Magharula, is that we have a vibrant ANC Youth League who are
the first ones to know what is happening in the block and they inform me
when they hear of anything’ (interview, July 8, 2008). He went on to divulge
that if there were certain public goods like free electricity, food parcels, or
the like, and he is busy, he requests the ANC youth league chairperson in
his block (unit) for assistance.

The mobilisation of localised structures of political power, if independent
of patronage and clientelism, need not be inherently problematic for the
distribution of public goods. It is, instead, the conflation of structures for
ostensibly supra-partisan participatory democracy with structures of the
ruling party that suggests a more pernicious architecture of party power at
the local level. With a ward committee dominated by ANC members, a ward
councillor that is an ANC member, an ANC branch chairperson chairing ward
community meetings, and the use of the ANC Youth League by ward
committee members in carrying out their duties, the almost complete overlap
between the ward structure and the ANC branch structure was unmistakable.
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In fact, two committee members expressed not just an overlap, but that the
ANC was ‘above’ the ward committee:

…the ANC is in charge and above the ward committee. They become
above because, for instance, where the ward committee is supposed to
be monitoring, you’ll find the ANC monitoring so the ANC…, the
community can no longer understand who is really supposed to listen
and address  their needs, is it the ward committee or the ANC so that
brews confusion. (interview, September 4, 2009)

The thing is you can’t since they are above us and people know that the
ANC is above us you see, yes I do agree that the ANC is above but since
they have the knowledge to explain to people so they can calm down,
but if you hear someone within the ANC saying that people within the
ward committee are not working, they are not delivering services, the
community will accordingly think that the ward committee and the
councillor are not doing their job properly. (interview, September 3,
2009)

‘The people shall speak’
In Chochocho, the ward system is effectively functional. The ward councillor’s
authority is intact, he and his committee convene regular meetings as
required, they prepare the necessary IDPs and CBPs, and they represent
their wards in the local municipal council. Yet, the residents of ward seven
are largely skeptical of the ward system. Ward community meetings, the most
visible and accessible of spaces for democratic participation, remain sparsely
attended. The research reveals that the dynamic underpinning this seeming
incongruity is the fact that the ward system in Chochocho provides
opportunities for ‘the people’ to speak, without providing opportunities for
‘the people’ to govern, and that this is actually endemic to the intentioned
function of ‘participation’ through the ward system rather than its failure to
realise its potential.

Ward committees and ward community meetings, in practice, are limited
to the voicing of grievances, and demands, as well as feedback from the
municipality, but no structural mechanisms exist to make the ward system
one in which participation entails decision-making about, or the capacity to
prioritise, developmental needs. The ward councillor’s role is diminished to
that of an information conduit, which is conditioned and supported by the
failure of the devolution to wards of influence over council decisions. Such
failure, and the perceived disconnect this produces for residents between
the airing of their demands and not having them met, is attributed to the
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inefficacy of the ward system, which residents then find no value in
participating in.

But, quite contrary to residents’ attributions, it is not simply that the
councillor or the system is dysfunctional. The ward system, in fact, is
designed to only allow ‘the people to speak’. Residents of Chochocho
astutely analysed the diminution of the notion of participation implied
therein. Is participation the opportunity to be heard and to articulate
grievances? Or, is participation the opportunity to direct planning in ways
that reflect communities’ needs? It turns out that some of the dysfunctions
of the ward system in Chochocho reflect the ambiguous understanding of
what constitutes ‘participation’ in the legislative architecture on which the
ward system is premised.

On the one hand, the White Paper on Local Government (1998)
conceptualises participation as a process where communities are actually
involved in matters of governance, including the technical work of planning,
implementation, and performance review. ‘Because local government is
regarded as the level of government closest to the people’, reported one
government publication, ‘[t]he purpose of all the pieces of legislation is to
make sure that citizens participate fully in the decisions that affect them at
local level’ (Ward Committee Resource Book 2005:10). It went on also to
argue that ‘communities would be empowered to identify their needs, set
performance indicators and targets and thereby hold municipalities
accountable for their performance in service delivery’ (2005:56).

Community based planning (CBP) was thus a mechanism designed to not
only allow communities to have their ‘voices’ heard by the municipality but
also to ‘empower the community to plan for itself’ (2005:58).  CBPs were
intended to allow communities to have autonomy over their lives, not only
in communicating developmental needs to the municipality, but playing an
active part in realising those needs.

Indeed, in order to achieve these ends, ward committees were seen
clairvoyantly as having to avoid certain tendencies in order to directly
address the needs of the people they serve. The ward committee and its
councillor were warned to ensure that ‘the ward committee does not merely
reflect and replicate the existing arrangement of political power on the
elected council. The ward committee does not function as a communication
channel for the ruling party or for any party for that matter, as the councillor
and his or her supporting political structure already perform this function’
(2005:37). Given the extent to which the ward system in Chochocho functions,
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at times, in exactly the ways cautioned against, is this another instance of
the post-apartheid trope of ‘good policies on paper’ but ‘poor implementation’
in practice?

A careful examination of the operationalisation of some of these sentiments
of participatory governance within the very same legislation suggests that
the seeds of the distortions of the ward system in practice are actually to be
located in those very same  ‘good policies on paper’. A sensitive reading
shows that diminution in practice of the notion of participation to ‘the people
shall speak’ is intentioned and designed in the very policies that established
the ward system. Repeatedly, the policies emphasise the merely
communicative function of ward structures.

The provincial policy imperative is thus absolutely clear that the ward
councillor’s statutory role is effectively as an information conduit. S/he is
intentioned to ‘[r]eceive and record complaints from the community within
the ward regarding service delivery, payment systems and others and
provide feedback on council’s response’ (Mpumalanga Provincial Policy on
Ward Committees and Community Participation nd:9). In this vision, the
ward councillor is meant to function exactly as the ward councillor does
function – taking information from communities to the municipality, and
taking information from the municipality to communities. This rendering
does not stipulate any obligation or responsibility of the councillor or ward
system to do anything with that information – their role is clearly specified
as merely passing information from one level of government (municipality)
to its intended constituencies.

‘The rationale for ward committees is to supplement the role of elected
councillors by creating a bridge between communities and the political and
administrative structures of municipalities’, argues Smith (2008:4) correctly.
As Putu (2006) affirms, the ward committee’s main objective is to be an
institutionalised channel of communication and interaction between
municipality and community. The ward system effectively functions in this
capacity. That it does not facilitate participation by the community as that
information-transmission function is seriously dissatisfying for communities
that imagine participation as the ability to effect decisions over their lives.
In Chochocho, a strong desire was expressed for the participatory structures
of the ward not simply to provide a space for the community to articulate its
grievances, but for a commitment that such airing of needs would result in
the addressing of the community’s urgent development priorities. Yet, the
ward structure by design and intent does not privilege this vision of
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participation. It was envisioned, and actually functions, to provide a
mechanism for the municipality to receive and provide feedback from and to
communities. It is this reduced vision of participation, limited to ‘the people
shall speak’ as opposed to the grand vision that ‘the people shall govern’
that animates the diminished faith in the ward system as an effective space
of participation for local communities.

Conclusion
When, in 2008, the journal Transformation published a special issue on
South African local government, it explored the critical question – analytically
and politically – of ‘the place of participation in South African local
democracy’. It was no coincidence that a majority of the contributions
focused specifically on the ward structure as a unique experiment in
participatory democracy. In a particularly illuminating opening paper, Claire
Bénit-Gbaffou astutely cut to the core of the debate, and tried to account for
the discrepancy in the public rhetoric of participation that attends the ward
structure, and its clear failure given the targeting of ward councillors in local
mass protests. Her conclusion was instructive – that institutional channels
(including the ward structure) ‘are currently not working’, explaining why
residents had to ‘resort to other means, sidelining in particular their ward
councillor, to be heard’ (Bénit-Gbaffou 2008b:1).

Yet, the study presented here suggests that the system is, in fact,
working, yet it does not deepen participation, and that some part of this
dilemma resides in the very logics through which participation has come to
be operationalised. Friedman suggests that the reduction of participation to
voice is a diminution of power: ‘Where the government recognises the lack
of channels for democratic participation at the grassroots as a problem, its
response tends to focus on creating forums or public participation vehicles
that are said to allow officials to hear the voices of grassroots’ (Friedman,
2005: 15). Is the giving of voice to communities to articulate their needs,
without the concomitant power to effect any change, merely a cynical
manipulation of communities by government – the careful construction of
the illusion of the decentralisation of power to the people, as a form of
mystification?

The research presented here suggests that the extension of voice without
power compromises participatory democracy, as people lose faith in the
system. Yet this is not an indictment of the power of voice; it is merely a
reflection of the importance of tying voice to the possibility of that voice
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being heard, what Fung and Wright (2003) call the attachment of discussion
to action. In Manzini, if the ward system was responsive to people’s needs,
the extension of voice to communities could be part of a very effective
enhancement of participatory democracy. ‘The first step toward an attempt
to deepen democracy in this way would be a recognition among elites that
deeper democracy, greater participation, and free political contests – not a
simple recourse to technical expertise – are the keys to a society in which
poverty is reduced and democracy becomes available to all’ concludes
Friedman (2005: 18). The ward system is thus, indeed, one vehicle that can
avail democracy to ‘the people’.

For all its failings, local government remains the most devolved level of
government, and therefore has the potential to facilitate the kinds of grass-
roots development that communities call for. This necessitates that the ward
councillor be given more power to shape decisions in the municipal council.
Yet how to do this remains intractably complex. Decentralising control over
budgets to the local level extends the possibility of clientelism rather than
attenuating it, risks reproducing local inequalities rather than resolving
them, and does not necessarily presume greater capacity for redistribution.
But, central to this analysis is that, in opposition to studies that suggest
ward councillors’ sometimes overtly party-political role requires the
attenuation of their political power in Manzini it is precisely the failure of the
councillor’s political power that conditions more parasitic forms of party
politics. Because decentralisation of power to local councillors bears
potentially similar risks, only further research can indicate how to imagine
a truly participatory system that not only gives people a chance to speak,
but also has the power to realise the needs that they give voice to.

Notes
1. This paper is a collaborative, mutual effort in which Musawenkosi Malabela is

responsible for all the research for the paper and Shireen Ally is responsible for
all the writing. The arguments are that of the first author. Both are linked to the
NRF Chair (Local Histories, Present Realities), University of the Witwatersrand.

2. The conceptualisation of wards as a means of participatory democracy is argued
to have been actually initiated by the South African Communist Party (SACP),
in its alliance with the ANC (Williams 2008). The ward system became,
nonetheless, specifically identified with the ANC-led government.

3. The election of ward councillors in municipal elections is the only moment in
the South African electoral system where citizens can vote for an individual as
their direct representative. Nonetheless, the nomination of individual candidates
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for election occurs through the branch structure of political parties, and they
stand in municipal elections as their party’s representative.

4. For example, IRIN news reports that ‘[i]n 2004/05 alone there were 881 illegal
demonstrations and 5,085 legal protests across 90 percent of municipalities’
(http://www.irinnews.org/report.aspx?ReportID=80741)

5. The argument of the article is that of the first author.
6. A total of 18 in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted in total

between February and September 2009. Much of the research process was
frustrated by the failure of scheduled interviewees to honour appointments. In
addition, the head ‘induna’ and the Community Development Worker (CDW)
were interviewed. The first author attempted to secure an interview with the
chief of the area, but this did not prove possible.

7. The research for this article was conducted by the first author.
8. This quote is not a direct one, as it is based on recollected memory of the

encounter.
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