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Abstract
This paper traces the evolution of provincial government in South Africa from the
constitutional compromise between the ANC and National Party in 1994.  During
the last 20 years, the constitutional provision ensuring an ‘equitable share’ of fiscal
resources to the provinces has created patronage relationships at that level.  Because
this fiscal system is not linked to performance, there are few incentives to promote
effective financial management at provincial level.  Furthermore, legislative oversight
of public spending in the provinces is relatively weak, due to ANC structures acting
as a ‘shadow government’, influencing government appointments and expenditures.
Increasingly, provincial ANC elites act as king-makers at national level.  There is
little interest in expanding provincial powers, functions, or policy-making discretion.
Provincialism in South Africa is a product of fiscal flows and political interests, and
not of any federalist ideology. This creates an inexorable centrifugal dynamic.
Nevertheless, there are increasingly effective administrative oversight mechanisms
within key agencies such as the Presidency and the Public Service Commission,
which constrain this centrifugal momentum, creating a system in tension with itself.

Introduction
In 1994, the constitution-makers envisaged that the provinces would have
a meaningful role.  Consequently, provincial powers and functions are
enshrined in the Constitution.  But in this article, this provision will be
flagged as relatively inconsequential.  The eight African National Congress
(ANC) provinces have not lobbied for increased powers and functions.  The
federal mind-set has not developed, and yet provinces remain crucial
political entities.  How can this apparent paradox be explained?
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The story of provincial government in South Africa actually follows two
threads, which appear contradictory – but are not.  The one thread is the
growing evidence of poor governmental performance at provincial level,
with national government periodically intervening in cases of extreme crisis.
It is a story of weak provincial legislatures, little public accountability, poor
management of government programmes, poor financial management, and
regular evidence of corruption.  In this story line, national government
departments have gradually re-centralised certain provincial functions
(such as the payment of social grants, and rural development), and have
placed increasingly rigorous requirements on provincial departments.

But there is a second story line.  While the governmental performance of
the provinces remain questionable, their political influence – within and
outside the ANC structures – has increased.  The provincial elites are not
very concerned about extending their governmental powers, and they do not
really club together to enhance the status of provinces.  There is no ideology
of provincialism. Their key concern is about the control of provincial
resources and appointments.  It is not about what the state does, but about
what the state provides.  A crucial factor is that provincial political elites
control state resources by means of the ‘equitable share’ provision in the
Constitution.  Furthermore, provincial governments are growing in
confidence, because of a new appreciation of their importance in national
politics.  They are increasingly the king-makers at national level.  In a rather
medieval conception of politics, provincial elites are now ‘free to treat state
territory as personal-organisational fiefdoms’ (Booysen 2011: 359).

This article explores the factors promoting strong provincial political
elites, and centrifugalism as a key dynamic within the ANC.

The constitutional compromise of 1994
In the early 1990s, robust debates took place regarding the merits of some
kind of quasi-federal state order. The stakes were high.  By 1992, the ANC
was left with two main choices:  acceptance or rejection of some form of
collaborative government with the National Party for the indefinite future.
A key aspect of the historic compromise was a form of regional devolution.

By 1992, the National Party (NP) had become a strong proponent of
federalism.  It urgently needed to limit the powers of a central government
which would certainly be dominated by the ANC.   The NP wanted to win at
least one region, which would give it a base to push for more regional powers.
Similarly, the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) wanted to remain in control of its
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own Zulu ‘homeland’ administration for as long as possible (Humphries et
al 1994: 168).  The IFP and NP agreed on the principle of ‘subsidiarity’, ie that
powers should be exercised by the lowest possible level of government.
Both these parties had some overlay with ethnic state-building:  The IFP
wanted to protect a Zulu state, the NP had the interests of whites at heart
(or, more generously, coloured Afrikaans-speakers as well), and all sensed
a strong Xhosa ethnic interest at the heart of the ANC (Humphries et al 1994:
162).

The ANC also came from a centralist tradition, with a long opposition to
the apartheid idea of black bantustans.  Nevertheless, at the Kempton Park
negotiations, the ANC conceded to some version of regionalism.  ANC
constitutional experts visited the US and Germany to learn about federalism,
and they acknowledged the worldwide trend away from centralist states
(Humphries et al 1994: 151).   The ANC liked the German system of ‘concurrent
powers’, which allows the national and regional governments a parallel role,
and this principle became the bedrock of the political compromise.  The
central government would retain overriding policy and financial powers.
The regional governments would have rather minor exclusive powers – but
the NP was comforted by the fact that these powers were constitutionally
entrenched, thus offering at least a partial bulwark against the ANC state.

The Kempton Park agreement on provinces has several provisions which
seemed important at the time, but have actually had surprisingly little real
impact.  The provinces retained the right to write their own constitutions, and
provinces are represented in the upper chamber. Such measures could have
made the provinces strong, particularly if there had been a strong provincial
consciousness.  Initially, after 1996, there was indeed some flowering of
provincial ambitions to expand their powers and functions.  In the weeks
after the election, ANC premiers lobbied for more regional powers and funds
(Rapoo 2000: 94, Humphries et al 1994: 177).  This showed how quickly the
new constitutional principles rubbed off on the ambitions of provincial ANC
leaders.  Institutions do, indeed, shape incentives.

But the story of provincial ambitions was not quite so simple.  Soon the
new provincial governments began to realise the complexities of
administering a whole new range of functions, and demands for more powers
and revenue faded away (Rapoo 2000: 96).  But now the pressure from
political elites was stimulated by other factors – notably the guaranteed
provincial revenue streams, which made control of the provinces a very
valuable space for political entrepreneurs to build a power base.
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Another factor emerged from the ANC’s own historical legacy, during its
period in exile. There had been constant jockeying for positions in the
bureaucratic and military apparatus, and factionalism and patronage prevailed
(Southall 2003: 55).  In the development of the ANC at provincial level, the
historical legacy of bureaucratic factionalism within the ANC was channelled
into new provincial structures, within the party itself, but also spilling over
into the provincial government system.

The rush for jobs in the provinces
In terms of the interim constitution of 1993, a commission on provincial
government (CPG) was established to provide advice and guidance on the
emerging provincial system. The CPG soon identified problems such as weak
provincial legislatures, over-sized administrations, poor skills, and weak
supply chain management. These issues have remained characteristic of
provinces, although in some provinces more than in others.

After 1994, provincial governments had a dearth of senior management
(Naidoo 2005: 120).  Several provinces inherited homeland administrations
which often had many lower-level employees but relatively few senior staff.
Also, many white officials chose early retirement. Consequently, a rapid
process of entry into the upper echelons public service continued throughout
the 1990s.

Such a rapid process of recruitment inevitably brings with it a greater
exposure to social forces.  New officials often bring political, ethnic, kinship
and localistic norms into their new workplace.  Furthermore, due to strong
ethnic concentrations in different provinces, a quasi-federal system allowed
‘the ANC to bestow patronage and accommodate ethnicity as a safe form of
sub-national identification’ (Giliomee and Simkins 1999: 17).

Where such officials are not able to fulfil their jobs effectively, a range
of negative consequences are felt.  They may come to feel threatened by
experts.  They may appoint officials who are even weaker than themselves,
in order to prop up their own shaky position. They may cause great
unhappiness in their department, and if they commit improprieties, they then
set off for another department or province, or get ‘re-deployed’.  As staff
turnover speeds up, levels of skills dwindle further.  The work environment
becomes more frustrating to the skilled people who remain, and they have
every incentive to retire or join the private sector.  Such turnover leads to
a loss of institutional memory (Butler 2011: 28), so that even relatively basic
tasks have to be reinvented, often with the help of expensive consultants,
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which then impacts on budgets.  Eventually, such departments, provinces
and municipalities develop a reputation for dysfunctionality, and are shunned
by talented and skilled young graduates.  This reinforces the cycle of
patronage-linked recruitment.

Such a decline in technical state capacity enables provincial political
elites to populate their administrations with political allies, and to build
sweetheart relationships with certain consultancy companies.  Political
elites become ever more determined to protect these patronage relationships.
Put rather euphemistically, ‘Meritocratic recruitment and promotion are
difficult to establish in the public service because the state has become the
locus of a historic episode of class creation’ (Butler 2011: 28).

The equitable share
The Constitution guarantees an annual funding flow to the provinces (the
Equitable Share), regardless of performance.  Section 214 of the Constitution
is redistributive in philosophy; it guides the sharing of revenue according
to ‘developmental needs’ and the provision of basic services, so that the
poor (and often poorly governed) provinces receive a sizable and guaranteed
annual grant.  The Constitution does not envisage the use of Equitable Share
allocations to reward good performance. This is, arguably, the crux of the
matter.  National government has, thus far, not used ‘the power of the purse’
to rein in the political power of provincial elites.  If fiscal allocations were
made subject to administrative performance, the entire political landscape
would change.

Because of the Equitable Share, the weaker and more rural provinces,
which may well be those where patronage relationships are most strongly
developed, can continue local practices without endangering their financial
lifeline from the central government.  This national income stream also means
that provincial political elites do not have to be accountable to provincial
taxpayers.

This regular flow of funding has given rise to chronic problems of
financial mismanagement. Already, in 1996, the CPG expressed concern that
the new tender boards in the provinces tended to be staffed by officials who
were inexperienced in the handling and adjudication of tenders, resulting in
‘a number of allegations of corruption or ill-advised decisions’ (CPG 1996:
x). Internal auditing institutions were given very low priority in the provinces
– despite the prevalence of corruption, fraud, theft and maladministration.
Where such institutions were created, they were rudimentary, and were not
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staffed by competent personnel.  In 2002, the public service commission
(PSC)  found that ‘Management in provinces is generally less developed,
and systems, procedures, controls and other elements of governance and
integrity are also often weaker’ (PSC 2002: 8), resulting in many more
qualified audit opinions (PSC 2005: 32).

The PSC’S 2007 State of the Public Sector report confirmed that, in many
provincial departments, a ‘disturbing proportion of managers were not
aware of what was required should they be confronted with misconduct’
(PSC 2007b: 15), thus putting these departments in serious breach of the
Public Finance Management Act  (1999).  Forensic units were poorly
staffed. ‘This lack of co-ordination, referral and investigation could lead to
a sense of impunity amongst potential and current perpetrators of fraud and
corruption’, commented the Commission (PSC 2007a: 17, 20).  Many officials
are scared of reporting corruption, for fear of reprisals (PSC 2009: 30).  The
media has regularly revealed abuse of positions for personal gain, especially
at the local and provincial level (Sole 2005: 100).

This is by no means to suggest that all provinces, or all provincial
departments, are ethically compromised. Some provincial departments are
managed better than others (PSC 2009:26), often depending on the status
and character of the current MEC.  In fact, there are constant improvements
in reporting and accounting, spearheaded by the Department of Public
Services and Administration (PSC 2011: 7), and more recently, the Presidency.
But as yet,  many provincial departments lack the political will to root out
these practices, and therefore provincial and municipal governance
operations tend to remain weak (Booysen 2011: 4).

In 1996, the CPG found that many provinces had superfluous staff, due
to the amalgamation of the ‘own affairs’ administrations created under the
erstwhile National Party Government and the various homelands (CPG 1996:
iv).  During the transition phase (1994-1996), there was a moratorium on
retrenchments, which perpetuated the ‘fruitless expenditure’ on salaries
(PSC 2001: 11).  Seven years later, a PSC report expressed the same concern
with provincial administrative effectiveness:  ‘Around seventy per cent of
public service personnel (excluding local government and parastatals) is
located in provincial governments. While they are consumers of significant
public resources, their results are often not satisfactory’ (PSC 2002: 8).

The rise of the ‘bureaucratic bourgeoisie’
After 1994, the race for jobs in the new public sector was on, in the creation
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of a new ‘bureaucratic bourgeoisie’ (Giliomee and Simkins 1999: 25). This
new black middle class has virtually no roots in actual economic production,
but it has a great need for middle-class lifestyles, upward social mobility and
consumerism (Maré 2003: 45). Such lifestyles are not necessarily extravagant,
but with the decline in the standards of government services, and the need
for private services, it costs a lot to be even modestly middle-class in South
Africa.

Politics in South Africa has drifted far from ideological contestation.
Increasingly, it is about individuals, networks, factions and resources – in
short, about ‘personalism’.  Politicians and senior officials have developed
mutually beneficial linkages with large businesses, through various
mechanisms: ‘Hidden shares, shares held by non-elected family members,
undisclosed loans, courting access to senior politicians through providing
perks and hiring their family members or co-opting them onto company
boards … [and] the revolving door of senior bureaucrats leaving the
employment of the state and immediately being employed by the private
sector, where their access to information and their access to political power
make them invaluable’ (Saloojee and Pahad 2011: 20).  In some provinces,
these patronage patterns have become virtually institutionalised. Many
people have become ‘owned’, in the words of Blade Nzimande (cited in
Booysen 2011: 8).  ANC practices such as cadre deployment (originally
justified to extend the ideological reach of the new ANC state) and protection
of miscreants (in terms of ‘re-deployment’) has strengthened the personalistic
nature of the state.

Due to patronage networks, the bureaucratic bourgeoisie tends to expand
artificially.  This phenomenon is often uneven, with unfilled posts in more
technical departments, combined with bloated post structures in other units.
‘Material self-seeking’ (the words of Thabo Mbeki in 1998, cited in Sole 2005:
101) is an understandable response to enormous pressures for personal
prosperity.  President Thabo Mbeki warned:  ‘Those of us who serve in the
organs of state have the possibility to dispense patronage.  … All this makes
control of state power a valuable asset.  It makes membership of the ANC an
easy route of access to state power’ (cited in Turok et al 2011: 165).  Political
power becomes the gateway to financial enrichment.

In fact, there are two components in the new South African bourgeoisie.
The one is a solid core of respectable officials, who are working hard to bring
or keep their families into middle-class institutions, such as good suburbs,
schools and medical services.  The second dimension of the new bourgeoisie
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are those people, linked to senior party positions and (often indirectly) to
business, who have become fabulously rich (Rossouw 2012: 139), and can
afford a great deal of political patronage.  Often they lack the technical skills
to find employment elsewhere, and therefore cling desperately to their jobs,
building a supportive network around themselves.

Patronage systems in different provinces
Government institutions exist and function within a context of social forces
– which are often much more deeply established than transient political
ideologies.  These forces explain why linkages between politicians, officials
and traditional leaders are often stronger than the formal constitutional
structures.

Any organisation which handles funds – particularly in large quantities
– is open to fraud, corruption and abuse.  The Weberian model of bureaucracy
envisages an honest official who conscientiously separates his or her
private interests from public office. In such systems, corruption tends to be
constrained in two ways:  by strict regulations and the fear of punishment,
and by internalised social norms.  However, it is difficult to institutionalise
such regulations and ethics.   There are strong sociological reasons in South
Africa why internalised social norms tend to favour social networks rather
than professional requirements.

Patronage in the more rural provinces was intensified by the absorption
of the homeland bureaucracies into the new order (Southall and Daniel 2005:
52, Munro 2001: 308).  South Africa retains strong elements of traditional
African vertical social networks and therefore the patronage risks associated
with them (Sole 2005: 91). Once this becomes institutionalised, it becomes
a new set of ‘rules of the game’, and players either have to conform or step
aside.  ANC dominance in the countryside is not absolute, and traditional
leaders remain important political brokers who can deliver a spatially defined
voter bloc.  Similarly, in peri-urban areas, there are opportunities for local
power brokers to build client networks (Munro 2001: 301).

Consequently, government agencies are tempted to capture the loyalty
of local leaders by distributing state resources, through projects, contracts,
and jobs. Traditional leaders are accommodated through formal
representation in houses of traditional leaders, as well as by  accommodation
of their followers in official posts.  Sharing the spoils of provincial and
municipal offices is a relatively easy way to secure rural loyalties – albeit
often at the cost of institutional performance. This marriage of convenience
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helps to entrench ANC provincial elites which operate in partnership with
traditional leaders. Traditional leaders are further strengthened by state
resources, including salaries and benefits distributed by the houses of
traditional leaders (Ntsebeza 2005: 79).

This analysis should not be interpreted as a knee-jerk critique of traditional
leaders.  In many rural communities, traditional leaders or headmen are
proponents of some kinds of local development.  But it shows how
relationships of kinship and kingship can be brought into an ostensibly
modern form of government, and thereby eclipse truly modern dimensions
of governance, such as merit-based appointments and tendering on the
basis of expertise.

This does not mean that more urban provinces are likely to be less corrupt
than rural provinces.  As the Sicilian and American mafias have shown,
patronage networks can also develop in large modern cities.  In fact, there
are two distinct types of corruption:  the cases which are totally motivated
by self-enrichment (whether on the part of a government official or a private
citizen), and the cases which are largely motivated by traditional and
customary norms, as a moral economy.  Norms involve notions of right and
wrong – but traditional norms do tend to conflict with bureaucratic rationality.

Modern middle classes in urban areas are more geared for priorities of
efficiency, growth, profit maximisation, and entrepreneurship.  Such business
elites would have a very different relationship to provincial governments
compared to rural elites, where factors such as customary expectations,
traditional networks, kinship loyalties and access to land would be more
pronounced.  The provincial elites in, say, Gauteng, may indulge in very
different forms of patronage compared to rural provinces such as the North
West or Mpumalanga.  But what they have in common is a desire to be left
alone by national government, so that resources allocated to the provinces
can be spent in ways amenable to patronage networks.

Interestingly, the two most economically developed provinces (Gauteng
and Western Cape) are experiencing a decline in ANC membership (Fikeni
2009: 15).  This suggests that, for a more economically robust urban black
middle class, ANC membership is no longer the only route to resources any
more.  In contrast, the most rural provinces (Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal,
Northern Cape and the North West) have shown the strongest growth in
ANC membership.  For upwardly mobile black people in rural areas, the
dominant party, with its associated traditional chiefs, remains virtually the
only gateway to personal advancement.
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The shift from liberationist ideology to personalism and patronage
explains why the provinces have little reason to challenge the policy
directions of the national state, as long as provincial elites are in charge of
provincial decision-making about resources. The provincial governments’
powers to appoint their own staff, and the lack of national quality control in
this regard, has meant that political elites have entrenched themselves
within the provincial executives and legislatures.  Matters of qualifications,
skills and experience have often (but not always) become secondary
considerations.

Weak executive oversight by provincial legislatures
The strong proportional representation (PR) electoral systems in the
provinces have made provincial politicians accountable solely to provincial
political machines. The lack of a constituency system has meant that the
dominant party does not have to be responsive to specific communities or
areas in the provinces. In 1996, the CPG indeed recommended that the
provincial electoral system should include constituencies as well as PR
seats (1996: 39), to dilute the power of the party machines in choosing
candidates in elections.  This suggestion was never even debated seriously.

Like the provincial administrations, the provincial legislatures are also
prone to ‘administrative bloat’.  In 1996, the CPG repeatedly referred to
generally poor functioning of provincial legislatures, and their astonishingly
large staff complements, with poorly-defined functions (CPG 1996: iii).
Executive oversight is hardly the hallmark of ANC-dominated provincial
legislatures (Atkinson 2000a).  Eddie Maloka observed in 2000 that ANC
members of provincial legislature (MPLs) in the Gauteng legislature very
seldom posed questions to their colleagues in the provincial government
(Maloka 2000: 111).  Provincial majority parties are well protected from
political challenges.

The prevalence of personalistic and patronage networks also undermine
provincial legislatures: ‘The real business of politics is conducted informally,
outside the official realm’ (Hyslop 2004:6).  The official institutions meant
to make decisions or hold decision-makers accountable (such as provincial
legislatures) are not where the real action is.  This makes government
activities even more opaque, and therefore it becomes very difficult to
enforce accountability.
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Towards centrifugal dynamics
In South Africa, the powers and functions at national, provincial and
municipal government levels have been enshrined in the Constitution as
‘spheres of government’, suggesting that they are in some sense autonomous
(although overlapping at times).  But the relationships between the ‘spheres’
of government have remained unclear.  This is not surprising, as it takes time
for a new governmental order to evolve working relationships.  In this
unresolved environment, new centrifugal dynamics have developed.

In 1997, the ANC national conference approved a proposal whereby the
national executive committee (NEC) would, henceforth, nominate provincial
premiers and mayors of the metros. This decision, guided by president
Mbeki, was inspired by the concern that provincial premiers tended to
challenge government policies, and were also building provincial patronage
networks (Gumede 2009: 42). After that, the premiers appointed by the
president were not the most popular individuals amongst the ANC provincial
structures.  This led to the uncomfortable situation where the premier could
be a different person from the provincial party chair.  The Mbeki government
imposed premiers on several provinces (such as the Free State, North West,
Limpopo and the Eastern Cape), but the provincial party structures remained
robust, and political tussles for power continued unabated.  With the end
of the Mbeki era, this system of national ‘deployments’ at provincial level
was terminated, and consultation with provincial leadership is now required
before any NEC decision (Fikeni 2009: 20). The brief Mbeki phase of
‘presidentialism’ or ‘democratic centralism’ (Hemson and O’Donovan 2006:
14, Southall 2003: 59) has now largely evaporated. Provincial elites are
increasingly entrenched in their regional enclaves.

Behind the official governance structures of national, provincial and
municipal government, party-political dynamics play themselves out.  Within
one provincial ANC structure, party-political office bearers may well straddle
national, provincial and municipal levels, particularly as party members are
‘deployed’ to different positions in government, either as public
representatives  (councillors, MPLs or MPs), or as officials.  The architecture
of intra-party political influence often remains obscure.  Party-political
loyalties may trump governmental loyalties.  ANC municipal councillors, for
example, may side with the provincial ANC structures in disputes between
a provincial government and a municipality:  ‘The ANC top national and
provincial structures are battling to retain control over local power enclaves
where … power mongers acting in the name of the ANC, build control over
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who gets to be councillors and local bureaucrats, or branch delegates to
national conferences’ (Booysen 2011: 4).  In fact, compared to national
politicians, provincial leaders often have more flexible financial resources at
their disposal to persuade branch leaders to follow their chosen candidate
(Rossouw 2012: 122).  Provincial party chairpersons are powerful; they have
access to all areas of government – provincial and municipal – even if they
are not in government themselves (Rossouw 2012: 157).

Where national politicians have intervened in the provinces, it has been
heavy-handed.  Soon after Zuma’s ascendancy at Polokwane, the national
ANC removed two provincial premiers, in the Eastern Cape and the Western
Cape.  Both had been pro-Mbeki loyalists, and the process was generally
regarded as one of political purging (Fikeni 2009: 23). ‘The political transition
at national level wreaked havoc in the civil service and politics due to
turnover and purges of senior staff’ (Booysen 2011: 21). The message now
seems to be the following:  a provincial premier will be protected if he or she
is part of the dominant political faction at national level.  This gives
provincial politicians a vested interest in bolstering the power of a friendly
faction at national level.  Significantly, this message has very little to do with
ideological platforms.  It has a great deal to do with staying loyal to a network
of political patronage, reaching down to municipalities and up to national
government.  The position of provincial premiers is only really threatened
if there is a political upheaval within the national ANC.  Generally, provincial
premiers’ interests are best served by remaining loyal to the current national
incumbents – and by ensuring their own support base in the province itself.

National ANC leaders have mixed feelings about the provinces.  The
growing evidence of administrative ineptitude at the provincial level has
repeatedly stimulated calls for the abolition of the provinces, or reducing
their number by re-drawing boundaries.  The ANC’s Polokwane conference
resolved to review the powers and functions of the provinces (Fikeni 2009:
20).  But it was also acknowledged that this could take years, so in effect, the
provincial status quo would remain for the foreseeable future. The fact that
the provinces are entrenched in the Constitution means that it is now quite
inconceivable that an ANC government would tinker with the provincial
system. In fact, a growing number of national ANC politicians have valuable
provincial power-bases.  Trimming the sails of the provinces may well
undermine their own political standing.

Provincial ANC leaders have no desire to call the national ANC to account
– at least, not as far as policies are concerned.  Their real interest is in being
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king-makers – a privilege which takes place at each ANC national conference.
‘Polokwane set a tone of the right of branches and leagues, led by any
alliance of top leadership, to mobilise for succession’ (Booysen 2011: 39).
Such mobilisation is based, partly on ideology, but largely on group or
individual ‘beneficiation’ lines (Booysen 2011: 62).  There is barely a ‘left’
or ‘right’ any more. The pro-Zuma alliance was a loose affiliation of aggrieved
individuals and new political challengers.  The divide is about personal
loyalties, bolstered by populist appeals to regions, clans and factions
(Booysen 2011: 69).  In the absence of a single, credible leader within the
ANC, the centrifugal forces within the ANC have developed an almost
unstoppable momentum.  It would take a very resourceful party leader to turn
this dynamic around.

The Polokwane conference of 2007 marked an important shift in political
culture within the ANC.  It ‘bestowed unequalled and enduring factionalism,
… free-for-alls in mobilisation to secure enclaves of power in the party and
in the state’ (Booysen 2011: 33).  The provincial party branches are well
placed to ensconce themselves within their provincial jurisdictions.  ‘Fusion
between state and party’ means that the government is now an arena for ANC
contests (Booysen 2011: 34), marked by ruthless competition for the top jobs
and control over power resources.  ANC local, regional and provincial
structures engage in pre-emptive and proactive alignments to position
themselves for leverage in internal ANC power relations (Booysen 2011: 34,
60).

The essential strength of the provincial ANC branches remains their
control of significant state resources. This does not bode well for the
developmental state.  The provinces are often riven by political factions,
caught in a zero-sum game of intense rivalry.  In some provinces, this has
resulted in assassinations.  Those in power do not sleep easy; and those out
of power have every incentive to fight their way back into the provincial
government structures.

The emergence of provincial and departmental fiefdoms
Despite constitutional provisions enabling the central government to
intervene in malfunctioning provinces, the provinces have not suffered a
decline in political status. There are hardly any policy confrontations
between the provinces and national government departments (although
there are sometimes frustrations about procedures). And, curiously, the
national government’s powers of intervention, which have been exercised
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against ANC-ruled provinces, have not fundamentally undermined the
power of provincial elites. Why, then, did such national intervention not lead
to the political decline of the provinces? The answer lies in the declining
capacity of the state to behave as a state, with operational effectiveness,
ideas and purposes, and internal coherence (see Southall 2006: xxxv). This
section will explore these three dimensions of state capacity, and show that
the dwindling capacity of the state as a whole allows sub-national political
elites to flourish.

The first is implementational state capacity.  Compared to many other
developing states, the South African state scores fairly well – it generally
has an ability to carry out decisions, with sufficient resources, and without
obstacles caused by particularist groups. A few large and fairly well-
designed sectoral programmes continue to be rolled out inexorably. Houses
get built, most schools function, some roads are built, and clinics keep their
doors open. National oversight – and occasional national interventions –
have helped to maintain or even increase the standards of government
delivery.

However, such programmes are not necessarily implemented in cost-
effective or sustainable ways, due to deep systemic weaknesses in government
administration. Government operational capacity depends on a range of
factors, including expertise, human resources, training systems,
organisational structure, management capability, and staff morale.
Deficiencies in only one or two of these factors can have widespread
consequences on the whole administrative system. A lengthy period of
inappropriate appointments can lead to declining staff morale, increasing
staff turnover, and a loss of institutional memory. There are indeed pockets
of good expertise within government departments, or within the consultancy
sector. But many departments have lost a tradition of government meritocracy,
whereby officials enter the government service at a young age, and with
requisite organisational socialisation, qualifications and experience, get
promoted to the upper echelons. All too often, officials are ‘parachuted’ into
departments or municipalities, from completely unsuitable professions,
often (although not always) on the basis of political connections. Rapid staff
turnover is associated with a paucity of technical skills and dwindling
administrative memory within government departments (Butler 2011: 26).

These lapses in state capacity feed on one another, in a negative cycle.
Officials become ever more concerned with personalistic issues, about
appointments and promotions and tenders, rather than about policy
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directions. Departments, provinces and municipalities become more defensive
about keeping outsiders out, and not engaging with other government
agencies which could disturb local relationships. Hence, we find the decline
in co-ordination, the frequent strains of intergovernmental relations, and the
zero-sum approach to governmental decision-making. At best, government
performance is about achieving numerical targets and expenditures, and not
about making a meaningful long-term impact on complex developmental
problems. At worst, government resources are harvested along the way, by
personalistic clienteles.

The second dimension of state capacity is ideational state capacity,
which refers to the degree to which the state is legitimate and its ideals or
visions are embedded in state institutions (Southall 2006: xxxv). South Africa
has some ideational capacity, in that most elites subscribe, often rather
unthinkingly, to documents such as the Freedom Charter. But it is rather
extraordinary how little discussion of ideas or ideologies currently takes
place in the state. Much of political discussion, at least in the media, is about
‘who gets what, and how’ – the frequent reporting on increasingly outrageous
cases of patronage and corruption. In this ‘ideational vacuum’, municipal
and provincial elites can build their own power bases without much regard
to instructions or guidelines from political party ideologues.

A third dimension of state capacity is political capacity. This refers to
internal dynamics, both horizontally (how individuals and departments work
together within government) and vertically (how individuals and departments
relate to the domestic and international community (Southall 2006: xxxv). The
South African state is weak, in this sense. It has become notorious for its ‘silo
mentality’, typically used to refer to poor intra-governmental co-ordination
and the inability of sectoral departments to work together (Saloojee and
Pahad 2011: 20). This is not a uniquely South African phenomenon:  achieving
intersectoral co-operation (which involves different programmes, mandates,
budgets, functions and powers, and time frames) is not an easy task. But the
problem in South Africa has escalated to the emergence of departmental
empires. The same problem is found at provincial level, where there are
virtually no incentives or attempts for provinces to work with their neighbours
– even if they are all ANC provinces. Provincial growth and development
strategies are written with little cognisance of developments in neighbouring
provinces. There is simply no governmental culture which encourages
collaboration. Typically, donor-funded provincial projects are not replicated
in the neighbouring provinces (Atkinson 2000b: 123). The provinces have
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become spatial fiefdoms.
In such a fragmented system, the only way to improve capacity is

typically to give greater powers of control and direction to the centre
(Southall 2006: xxxviii). National government also sets appropriate norms
and standards in almost all developmental functions. Furthermore, the
national government enjoys all ‘residual’ powers not listed explicitly in
Schedules 4 and 5 of the Constitution (Rapoo 2000: 91).  There has been a
trend towards centralised decision-making and policy formation (Hemson et
al 2009: 170).  The most significant ‘power of last resort’ is that contained
in Section 100 of the Constitution, which enables national government to
take over the administration of an entire functional responsibility, if a
province fails to fulfil its obligations – such as the notable case of the
administration of social grants, with its lucrative potential for nepotism.
Many government grants are ‘tied grants’, linked to specific deliverables,
and not open to the policy discretion of provincial governments (Rapoo
2000: 96). However, at the same time, politics is increasingly decentralised
at provincial and local levels, which are operating as powerful king-makers.
How can this apparent contradiction be explained?

Provincial governments don’t seem to mind such central intervention
over-much, because they are not interested in policy discretion anyway.
Provincial governments seem to be largely content to implement policies
designed by national departments, as long as this does not fundamentally
challenge provincial elites’ power to use government resources. They are
primarily concerned about the channels of equitable share and programme
funding, so that they can continue to operate provincial delivery systems
on a basis of patronage and political networks.

Although key national government agencies are earnestly stamping out
corruption and improving administrative standards, there are no political
consequences for delinquent premiers, MECs, senior staff, and municipal
councillors. The political culture of (re-)deployment, and protection of
cadres, is too strong. So the impact of well-meant administrative efforts to
rein in the patronage networks remains patchy. Where politicians and
administrative staff are not senior in the party, they will be disciplined, or
cowed into conforming to legislation such as the Public Finance Management
Act. But where they are politically networked in the ‘shadow state’ (ie the
party), they remain untouchable, or will be protected by their comrades.
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The nemesis of the developmental state?
The concept of ‘developmental local government’, introduced in the Local
Government White Paper (1998), was a major theoretical step forward.   The
idea of the ‘developmental state’ was subsequently promoted by Thabo
Mbeki: the state should have, as its goals, to eradicate poverty and
unemployment, close the gaps between the ‘first and second economies’,
and promote prosperity and social justice for large previously disenfranchised
populations (Saloojee and Pahad 2011: 15).

The ANC certainly took power with every intention of improving the lot
of the poor and the vulnerable. The Reconstruction and Development
Programme (RDP) and the continuous roll-out of massive government
programmes testify to the sincerity with which these goals were held in 1994
– and they often still are. Many parts of government are indeed working at
improving public services, particularly through the core functions and
programmes, such as public works, health and education – even though
there are concerns about the quality of projects and the frequent loss of
financial resources through inefficiencies and patronage relationships. But
such developmental programmes do not make South Africa a ‘developmental
state’.

Saloojee and Pahad (2011: 4) have usefully summarised three essential
tenets of the ‘developmental state’ idea: (a) a small, coherent, capable,
highly trained bureaucratic elite;  (b) location of this elite in a pilot ministry
that is insulated from outside pressure;  and (c) a clear articulation of
economic objectives.  This definition shows how far short of that lofty
concept we have fallen in South Africa – and how the political dynamics are
taking us ever further away from it. We simply do not have a highly trained
bureaucratic elite, isolated from outside pressure, with clear economic or
social objectives.

The vexed issue of ‘government capacity’ was already identified in 1996,
by the CPG. But does the frailty of the ‘developmental state’ signify the end
of economic and social development? Would a state dominated by competing
centres of power fatally undermine and nullify economic development, as
well as service delivery to the poor?

As noted earlier, the South African state still scores positively on the
‘implementational’ dimension of state capacity. Even despite high levels of
corruption, patronage, nepotism, fraud and pilfering, many agencies of the
state do roll out large programmes.
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A curious bifurcation is taking place. Some government agencies – at
both national and provincial level – are operating fairly well, in the Weberian
sense of bureaucracy. They are gaining experience and refining their
programmes. Funds are managed, programmes are coherently designed, and
projects are implemented. Increasingly, a strong capacity of ‘monitoring and
evaluation’ is being built up – spearheaded by the presidency, but reaching
into sectoral and provincial departments. This gradual, and largely invisible,
administrative capacity-building indicates a new resilience within
administrative officials, many of whom have university qualifications instead
of struggle credentials. Many officials seem eager to shed the patron-client
baggage of their communities, which place them under pressure to employ
their friends and relations. They also seem willing to drift away from the party
itself, into a more technocratic and professional conception of their role. In
fact, younger and better qualified staff may well resent the frequent intrusions
of political patronage into decision-making of their seniors and political
office-holders. Some of these officials retain their party membership, but are
driven by workaday considerations of doing a fair job. This turn towards
professionalism has been criticised, rather unfairly, by the ANC, as a pursuit
of careerism and pursuit of individual power and prestige, rather than
commitment to political goals and self-sacrifice (Booysen 2011: 1).  In fact,
the South African government is now in a phase of deep and complex
transition, where the occupants of government offices include various
sociological types:  those who are committed to traditionalistic forms of
patronage; those who have evolved modern versions of patronage; those
who use their offices to promote the goals of the dominant party; and also
those who are increasingly shedding all that socio-political baggage and
getting on with their administrative tasks in a professional manner. Different
dynamics play themselves out in different sectoral departments and in
different provinces.

A loose coalition of forces assists such Weberian government officials
to keep a modicum of administrative propriety (Butler 2011: 30). The public
protector and the PSC remain committed to clean government, with
extraordinary courage and energy.  Non-governmental organisations often
act as whistle-blowers, and the media assist in ‘naming and shaming’
political and administrative culprits.  Many government officials are
comfortable with working with NGOs and universities, gradually extending
their skills, knowledge and intellectual networks.  This suggests that
governance will differ substantially from one province to another, depending
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on the local constellation of political operators and administrative
functionaries.

What, then, of the impact of the increasingly messy, fractious political
elite, the ‘active, noisy democracy’ (Saloojee and Pahad 2011: 19)?  We may
be seeing politics – including provincial politics – becoming a kind of
epiphenomenon; a tumultuous and contested terrain beneath which the ship
of state slowly sails on, doing at least its minimal tasks, staffed at least
partially by committed officials with integrity. The political space is wide
open to contenders – to kings and kingmakers. The real forces determining
the outcome will take place at another level altogether – the growing class
conflict between inept officials and a racially integrated bourgeoisie, insisting
on minimum levels of state efficiency; the administrative challenges of
satisfying a working class demanding improved social services; and an
administrative response to a restless and volatile lumpenproletariat excluded
from economic opportunities. All these groups have a growing vested
interest in improving government performance. Each of these sociological
strata is becoming exasperated with a floundering government. In some
cases, their demands will be heard and responded to; in other cases, they will
be neglected; and in yet other cases, challengers will be co-opted into
patronage networks. A great deal depends on the way that political factions
behave at provincial and municipal level, and on the manoeuverings of
political entrepreneurs. The resounding lack of ideological direction from
President Zuma encourages this localised jockeying.

The South African political order now creates at least ten sites for such
class-based politics to play themselves out:  the central government, as well
as nine provinces. In each province, these opportunities are further splintered
into different sectoral departments. This unstructured combination of political
rivalry and class conflict plays out differently in different provinces.  In
Gauteng, super-wealthy capitalists have taken on political roles;  in the
Eastern Cape, the provincial ANC is largely neutralised by intra-ethnic
factional disputes, thus creating scope for opposition parties to grow; in the
North West, the national ANC is asserting its power against unruly provincial
factions;  KwaZulu-Natal is the bastion of Zulu ethnic power but may
become marginalised under a non-Zulu president;  and in the Free State, a
triumphant ANC faction has now effectively consolidated power over
disaffected factions (Rossouw 2012).

Each of these provincial scenarios offers different possibilities for
developmental governance – even if it falls far short of the ‘developmental
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state’ ideal. Some ANC MECs are remarkably effective, as the Free State
education department has recently shown.  Under such MECs, conscientious
Weberian officials can flourish.  In other cases, MECs are so distracted by
party shenanigans that capable senior administrative staff can run their
departments fairly effectively with minimal political oversight. The real
difficulty surfaces when political office-holders and senior officials become
drawn into factional disputes, sapping their departments’ energies, removing
effective officials, and creating patronage networks to bolster their position.
The messy world of patronage politics is not necessarily the nemesis of
developmental governance. The ship of state still sails, although the
structural strains, particularly at the provincial level, are starting to show.

Conclusion
Several institutional features of the ANC, shifting from a liberation movement
to a governance role, have proven much more significant than many of the
constitutional debates which took place at Kempton Park. These dynamics
had four largely unintended consequences.

Firstly, the Constitution created a reliable revenue stream, the ‘equitable
share’. For those provincial elites who managed to capture political power,
this has created extensive opportunities for patronage. Secondly, it
strengthened the political bases of the ruling provincial elites, based on a
control of PR party electoral lists. Thirdly, it created a curiously ‘a-political
politics’, whereby the attractions of office do not emanate from ideological
or normative policy goals, but focus on capturing and holding on to power.

Finally, it created a centrifugal dynamic, whereby provinces have no
interest in collaborating with one another. Each province became the home
(although often a contested home) of a provincial elite, whose interests
remained largely oriented to remaining in power, rather than seeking political
or developmental allies in neighbouring provinces. The only institutional
mechanism keeping these provinces from drifting apart completely are the
national government departments, headed by the Presidency. National
government departments are sometimes successful in shaping provincial
administrative outcomes, but such intervention does not affect the political
bases of the provincial governments.

Political elites now relish their role as national king-makers and regional
potentates. The rise of provincial elites has, in many cases (but not all),
compromised the functioning of provincial governments. But this does not
necessarily prefigure administrative collapse. Some pockets of efficiency in
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the state have remained surprisingly resilient, despite the turbulent political
environment. The challenge to strengthen these pockets is now becoming
acute.
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