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1 Introduction

Decentralisation is seen in many quarters as an important ingredient of devel-
opment policy. As Bardhan (2002) notes, this agreement is probably due to
the fact that di¤erent people mean di¤erent things by the term. Nevertheless
a common view, expressed in the phrase “bringing government closer to the
people” is that decentralisation may be a key ingredient in making government
more accountable. This is why a number of developing countries have opted for
reforms in which decentralisation played an important part (Mookherjee 2001).
South Africa both exempli…es these processes, as well as providing some

interesting counterexamples. Indeed apartheid could be seen as form of decen-
tralisation intended to reduce government’s accountability to the majority. This
was why many of the anti-apartheid movements tended to be strongly central-
ist in orientation (McCarthy 1992). In their view a strong central state was
required to undo the fragmentation wrought by apartheid. How it occurred
that South Africa ended up with a system which according to some calculations
(Bahl 2001) is more decentralized than any comparable one is an interesting
story.
One of the chief aims of this paper is to document the evolution of this sys-

tem. This will require a stronger focus on the undemocratic antecedents of the
current system than might perhaps be deemed appropriate. However, one of the
themes of this paper is that the choices that governments make in relation to de-
centralisation will tend to re‡ect the prevailing balance of forces. Governments
may have some room for maneouvre, but they hardly ever have a blank slate to
work with. A second theme is that particular forms of decentralisation create
particular regional and local interests. Decentralisation is therefore a dynamic
system, in which regional and local interests a¤ect how further decentralisation
occurs and this in turn a¤ects the way in which di¤erent interests come to be
organised.
This makes it di¢cult to parcel out which parts of the social changes that

have occurred since 1994 are due to changes in the nature of decentralisation
and which are due to other, concomitant social changes. Indeed, a problem for
any analysis of the e¤ect of public policy has been that there have been so many
changes at such a large scale that it is di¢cult to isolate the impact of any one
component.
Furthermore the restructuring induced by the democratisation of 1994 has

not yet been completed. As of the beginning of this year there are still shifts in
responsibilities between di¤erent parts of the local government system. Any dis-
cussion of the impacts of decentralisation in the new South Africa will therefore
have to be preliminary.
The plan of the discussion is as follows. In section 2 we brie‡y consider

some of the theoretical backdrop against which this material might be examined.
The key point that we make is that there is unlikely to be a purely abstract
case for decentralisation. The bene…ts and costs will depend on the particular
institutional design of the system.
Section 3 provides an overview of how decentralisation evolved prior to 1994.
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We show quite how complicated this system was. The fragmentation of respon-
sibilities led to both regional and local …nancial crises. In an e¤ort to deal
with these the state had to create another set of decentralised structures to
coordinate (or control) this mess.
We show the extent of this fragmentation in a particular locality, viz. Pieter-

maritzburg, in section 4. We also show that the nature of this decentralisation
set up social and political processes which led to large-scale internecine con‡ict.
Indeed the war in Pietermaritzburg was one of the bloodiest in any part of the
world at the time. The state created boundaries had a real salience for how
society was organised.
We then go on to discuss the newly evolving system of decentralisation under

the democratic state in Section 5. We …rst show how the pressures to incorporate
the regional and local interests that had been created led to the particular
compromises embodied in the current system. We go on to outline how the logic
of that system is currently unfolding and some of the countervailing pressures
within it.
Finally the discussion rounds o¤ with an examination of how this transfor-

mation process might be assessed.

2 The complexities of decentralisation

2.1 Types of decentralisation

The literature notes that decentralisation can take many guises (see, for exam-
ple Smith 1985, Bardhan 2002, Wittenberg and McIntosh 1992). In the …rst in-
stance, there is political decentralisation, with legislative functions being vested
in regional or local bodies. In the literature it is often assumed that these are
democratically constituted, but as we will note below, perhaps the most radical
experiments in decentralising legislative competence occurred in South Africa -
to undemocratic bantustan governments. Types of political decentralisation can
be further distinguished according to whether the decentralised bodies have a
single function (such as the school boards in the USA) or multiple functions as
is the case with the typical city council (Smith 1985, pp.124–5). Bureaucratic
or administrative decentralisation occurs in virtually every system. Di¤erences
occur to the extent to which the regional o¢ces of national line departments
have ‡exibility in carrying out their mandates. Furthermore in some systems
there is regional coordination between line departments, while in other systems
they simply operate parallel to each other. Indeed there are examples where dif-
ferent line departments de…ne their “regions” very di¤erently from each other.
Finally there is …scal decentralisation. As Bahl (1999) argues, these also come
in all shapes and guises. Decentralisation can occur in relation to expenditures
or revenue raising (or both).
In practice a key consideration will be how these di¤erent systems interact.

It is well-known that decentralising administrative and legislative competencies
without ensuring the necessary …scal resources to deal with them is likely to lead
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to unsatisfactory outcomes. Similarly the nature of the interaction of national
line ministries with local agencies and authorities is likely to be important.
There are several ideal-types of such systems of intergovernmental relations

(Wittenberg and McIntosh 1992, Chapter 4). In a prefectoral system (the
“French” system1) there are coordinating o¢cials at the regional and local levels
who maintain control over the o¢cials of the national line ministries operating
within their jurisdiction. These prefects report directly to the central executive.
Such a model allows national policies to be imposed across the entire territory,
while adapting these to local exigencies. The major drawback of these systems
is that they do not allow for the voicing of local aspirations.
In a system of functional separation with hierarchical control (the “British”

system), there are subnational governments who are formally autonomous within
the areas of jurisdiction assigned to them. National ministries may exercise pol-
icy oversight and attempt to ensure compliance with national standards, but
implementation is in the hands of the local authority departments. Because the
local authority is separate from and has no control over the operation of any
national line departments it may …nd that its ability to respond coherently to
particular challenges is reduced.
In a system of overlapping jurisdictions with generalist control (the “Ger-

man” system), there are strong regional and local executives who maintain some
control over what the deconcentrated o¢ces of national line departments do
within their territories, while sharing this control with the national ministries.
The negotiations that occur between the national, the regional and the local
levels are held to lead to a system of “cooperative governance”.
The post-apartheid South African intergovernmental system was modelled

largely on the German system. Whether the system will function as designed,
or whether it will evolve in the direction of stronger central control or towards a
clearer functional separation of the “spheres” of government remains to be seen.

2.2 Arguments for (and against) decentralisation

2.2.1 Democracy

There are certain themes that run through the arguments for decentralisation.
One of the most important ones is associated with democratisation. It can be
encapsulated in the idea that decentralisation “brings government closer to the
people”. There are a number of connected strands within this line of argument.
Firstly, it is argued that local government is more likely to be accountable

to its constituency. It is assumed that information ‡ows are better within a
geographically more con…ned area, so that people will be able to see much
quicker whether the local authority is attending to the needs of its constituents.
Linked to this is the idea that local government is less subject to capture by
special interest groups.

1The inverted commas are intended to suggest that no country conforms perfectly to this
model.

6



This question has been formally modelled by Bardhan andMookherjee (1999)
who show that the results are probably more ambiguous. In their model high
inequality local authorities may, in fact, be more subject to capture than the
national government. The overall nature of the society and its institutional
structure will determine how these relationships play themselves out.
Secondly, additional levels of government may increase the opportunities for

people to become directly involved in government decision-making. Clearly re-
gional and local government bodies do introduce additional layers of councillors
and full-time politicians. This, of course, need not be an unambiguous good.
It raises the cost of governance, particularly if some of these positions become
merely sinecures for loyal party servants.
Thirdly, these additional positions may be a worthwhile training ground for

national leadership. However, while there may be politicians who work their
way up from local or regional positions, Smith (1985, pp.22-23) notes that there
is little evidence that such politicians are “better” than those without prior
experience.
Fourthly, local government may contribute to the creation of checks and bal-

ances within the system. Dispersing power is frequently the overriding concern
when there are strong tendencies to …ssion in a national polity. A federation
may be the most viable organisational form in such circumstances. Such dis-
persal of power impedes the possibility of large scale unilateral restructuring.
Of course this is one reason why strongly reformist movements (such as the
African National Congress) are often inherently suspicious of decentralisation
initiatives.
Fifthly, the proliferation of elected structures may induce a culture of polit-

ical debate and civic mindedness, which in turn may lead to a more aware and
active citizenry more capable of enforcing its interests. The empirical evidence
for this is quite ambiguous, however, given that in many countries voting interest
in local elections is quite low. Indeed such “local” elections are frequently used
as referenda on “national” issues. Voters can send a message to the incumbent
government, without destabilising that government itself (Smith 1985, p.21).
Sixthly, local choices may lead to a greater variety of lifestyle options for its

citizens. This is the celebrated Tiebout “voting with the feet” model. Accord-
ing to this view local residents now get two opportunities to choose the lifestyle
that they want: they can vote for their favourite policies within their existing
locality and they can relocate to another locality which o¤ers them a better
amenities/cost bundle. As Bardhan (2002, p.188) notes, the assumptions un-
derpinning the Tiebout model are unlikely to be met in the context of developing
economies. In particular many of the poor will not have the information or the
mobility required to better access certain amenities. It is also not clear that
they would be able to do so. In many communities “outsiders” are e¤ectively
excluded from many of the social services.
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2.2.2 E¢ciency

The second major theme invoked in arguments around decentralisation ad-
dresses questions of the e¢ciency with which services are provided. Again
there are several strands within this theme.
Firstly, there may be signi…cantly lower transaction costs involved with pro-

viding services locally. These transaction costs include the delays incurred in
negotiating command chains which extend to the national head o¢ce; lower
monitoring costs if the principals (elected o¢cials) are based in the area; and
improved use of local knowledge. Some of these gains may be o¤set if there is a
severe skills constraint. In this case services may be less e¢ciently provided due
to the incompetence of the local sta¤. Of course there will never be an incentive
to acquire skills in local areas if there is never any demand for those services.
Centralising the skills in national bureaucracies will in this case simply ensure
that the sta¤ of local government remains less competent.
Secondly, there is likely to be a closer …t between the preferences of local

populations and the services rendered if the decisions are made locally. This
would lead to a higher level of consumer surplus. In a worst case scenario,
central governments might provide “white elephants” to local areas leading to
the wastage of scarce resources.
Thirdly, local governments may be more e¤ective at raising revenue. Bahl

(1999) argues that the type of taxes typically collected by central governments
(income taxes and VAT) have high thresholds associated with them. As a result
a large portion of the economy in a developing country is outside the tax net.
Since subnational government has better information about the tax base, this
can be more e¤ectively captured by such structures.
Fourthly, if local populations are able to compare the performance of their

government with that of adjoining ones, this can provide a disciplining force on
those governments. Besley and Case (1995) investigate such “yardstick com-
petition” in the case of US state governments. Tiebout style “voting with the
feet” by individuals and …rms will achieve similar results. Opponents of decen-
tralisation worry about this too. They argue that this makes local authorities
vulnerable to pressure by the most mobile sections of the population, which
tend to be also the most auent. Attempts by di¤erent localities to compete
for these individuals and …rms can lead to a “race to the bottom” where the
least stringent redistributive and regulatory measures triumph.
Fifthly, local governments may be better able to deal with the free rider

problems associated with the provision of certain communal goods. They may
thus be better able to elicit community e¤ort than national government would.

2.2.3 Development

A third major theme is concerned with the developmental processes. We have
already alluded to the fact that decentralising certain functions may be a nec-
essary (although hardly a su¢cient) condition for the retention of certain skills
outside the national bureaucracies. Decentralisation may therefore have long-
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run e¤ects apart from any immediate impacts.
One of the major developmental bene…ts cited in the literature is the greater

ability to innovate in a decentralised system. If each subnational government is
thought of as a particular set of policy experiments, then allowing for di¤erent
policies in di¤erent regions should enable the society as a whole to learn much
faster as to what works and what doesn’t. This of course means that subna-
tional governments must be allowed to make their own mistakes without central
interference.
Nevertheless learning from policy experiments can be a tricky undertaking.

Besley and Case (2000) have pointed out that policy choices are hardly ever
likely to be suitably exogenous. Arguably it is only where policy choices are
autocratically imposed (as they were during the apartheid era), that the geo-
graphical variation is not endogenous. Even in that instance the case has to
be argued. Apartheid was never uniformly implemented and the variation in
implementation was not unrelated to local resistance.

2.2.4 Counterarguments

None of the claims in favour of decentralisation is universally accepted. In
particular if local government is captured by local notables, it is unlikely that
the developmental bene…ts promised for it will materialise. We will see some
examples of this in the discussion below.
There are some additional problems that proponents of centralisation often

cite. In the …rst instance, macroeconomic stabilisation may be easier if the
budgets are centrally controlled. Particularly if local authorities do not operate
with a hard budget constraint it is possible for spending by subnational entities
to increase the aggregate …scal de…cit.
Secondly, certain key developmental projects may create signi…cant exter-

nalities as a result of which they are less likely to be undertaken by subnational
forms of government. Indeed if there are any economies of scale or increasing
returns to particular types of investments then decentralisation may result in
losses of e¢ciency. These may not be arguments against decentralisation, but
arguments against inappropriate forms of decentralisation. For instance, it may
be inappropriate to create regions that are too small. Alternatively, it may be
possible for decentralised levels of government to buy services from commer-
cialised service providers which operate at a scale where they can e¤ectively
capture those externalities or increasing returns.
In short, the e¤ectiveness or otherwise of a decentralisation programme is

likely to depend on the particular institutional and social con…guration within
which it occurs, as argued by Bardhan (2002).

3 Decentralisation in South Africa before 1994

The major elements of South Africa’s system of decentralisation can be traced
to two elements: Firstly, the creation of the Union of South Africa out of four
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separate settler colonies; and secondly the process of subjugation, incorporation
and control of the various indigenous polities. The second element in particular
led to the attempt to partition South Africa into independent states, which can
be seen as a particularly radical form of decentralisation.
Given the way in which apartheid structured the South African space along

racial lines, this discussion will be organised in the same way2. We will start
with what was de…ned as “White” South Africa3.

3.1 Decentralisation in “White” South Africa

3.1.1 The regional tier: provinces

The four colonies that merged to form the Union of South Africa in 1910 be-
came provinces (Cape, Transvaal, Orange Free State and Natal), with their own
elected Provincial Councils and Executive Committees. The …nal executive au-
thority was vested in an Administrator (appointed by the central government).
The powers given to the provinces included education, health, local government,
roads and physical planning. Their sources of funding were limited, and included
licensing fees, taxes on horse racing as well as central government transfers.
There were always some di¤erences in the way that these provinces oper-

ated, particularly since Natal province was much more “English” than the other
provinces. Indeed the provincial government was under the control of the United
Party up to 1986, even though the National Party was in power centrally.
South Africa was always a unitary state, though, which made it relatively

easy for the national parliament to abolish these provincial governments, which
it did in June 1986. Instead the Provincial Government Act stipulated that
members of the Executive Committees would henceforth be appointed by central
government. At the same time provision was made for bringing race groups other
than Whites into these positions. This was an attempt to coopt certain sections
of the black population (in particular Coloureds and Indians) at a time when
South Africa was nearing the climax of a wave of internal unrest.
This political centralisation, however, went with the allocation of additional

functions to these regions. In particular the provinces received the sta¤ and
functions of the Development Boards (described in section 3.1.5 below). As a
result the provinces were placed in control of all Black Local Authorities, outside
of the bantustans.

2 It is impossible to avoid racial terminology when discussing South Africa. The “race
groups” according to which society was organised were Whites, Coloureds (mixed parentage
individuals), Indians and Africans. The actual classi…cation was even more detailed than this.
We will use the term “Black” and “African” interchangeably.

3 “White” South Africa was of course never exclusively or even predominantly White. Be-
sides the many Africans living in these areas, there were Coloureds and Indians. At one stage
the government had plans to establish a separate homeland for the Coloureds and to repa-
triate all Indians to India. These plans never got o¤ the drawing board and were e¤ectively
abandoned at some point in the 1970s.

10



3.1.2 The local tier: White local authorities

Local authorities fell under the jurisdiction of the provinces. Municipalities
were established on the British model in all urban areas. These municipalities
were under the control of elected city councils (elected only by White residents)
which had their own dedicated bureaucracies. The functions carried out by
these municipalities included water and electricity reticulation, refuse removal,
sewerage disposal, low cost housing schemes, urban planning, tra¢c control,
public health inspections and so on. The costs of these services were covered by
a combination of user charges, pro…ts from commercial services (in particular
electricity reticulation) and property taxes.
The municipalities were ranged in a hierarchy from the largest cities through

“town boards”, “health committees” to areas that might be subject to some
planning and health controls but were not large enough to sustain any indepen-
dent bureaucracies. There were no local authorities in the rural areas.
The problem of how to deal with service provision for settlements that were

not big enough to sustain their own bureaucracies was dealt with in di¤erent
ways in the di¤erent provinces. In the case of Natal there was a separate “lo-
cal authority” called the Development and Services Board (DSB), which was
given responsibility for all these areas. Ratepayers in these areas could form
advisory bodies which would liaise with the DSB, but essentially the DSB had
the licence to provide whatever services it thought were required and to bill the
ratepayers accordingly. As a result there was a tendency for servicing costs to
escalate faster than the rate of in‡ation. This led to a ratepayer revolt around
1990, with ratepayer groups from di¤erent DSB areas coordinating on a rates
boycott. Ultimately the problem disappeared in the general restructuring of
local government (discussed in section 5 below).
Local authorities had considerable autonomy during this entire period. In

the early part of the twentieth century a number of these authorities provided
“model” housing schemes for black South Africans. These “native locations”
were intended to settle an urban black working class and to deal with the per-
ceived health and criminal threats arising from slums. These authorities also
experimented with ways of funding these schemes. One of the most “successful”
of these innovations was the municipal monopoly on the brewing and retailing
of traditional beer. This was provided through the municipal beerhall. Numer-
ous commentators have remarked on the peculiar system in which black housing
was subsidised through the largescale consumption of alcohol - with the atten-
dant ill e¤ects on the social structure of these areas. Of course maintaining
the monopoly required heavy policing of informal and backyard brewing, which
was generally done by women. It also required a ban on the sale of “European
liquor” to Africans.
Innovations by local authorities also proved important in other areas. Ma-

haraj (1992) has argued that the Group Areas Act of 1950, which ushered in
much stricter residential segregation, was introduced due to heavy lobbying by
the city of Durban. Much of the technical work underlying the Act and in‡u-
encing its implementation also originated with the Durban municipality. The
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reason for this interest was that Indians were starting to compete e¤ectively
with Whites both commercially and in the property market in the Durban area.
Forcibly moving these communities out of key areas within the city was an
e¤ective way of curtailing this competition.

3.1.3 The local tier: Coloured and Indian Local A¤airs Committees

Spatially segregating Coloured, Indian and African areas was only the …rst step.
The ultimate aim was to reduce the claims by these groups on the resources of
the “White” towns and areas. Within the o¢cial ideology of apartheid, this was
to be achieved by giving them the opportunity of developing their own areas.
It meant, for instance, that traders and professionals from these groups were
to be given preferential rights for selling their wares within their Group Areas.
Conversely, of course, they were not to trade or operate in the “White” areas.
As a step towards eventual autonomy, the state created consultative bodies

within these areas. In the case of the Coloured and Indian areas they were
called “Local A¤airs Committees” or “Management Committees”. In practice
these bodies had little power, although they could in‡uence the awarding of
licences. Consequently the local traders were among the few individuals who
showed an interest in participating. In fact in many communities there were
active boycotts of the elections to these structures.

3.1.4 The local tier: Africans in White local authorities

The position of Africans within the urban areas was always more contentious4.
When the National Party came to power in 1948, it did so on the promise to
stem the tide of migration by Africans into the urban areas. There had been a
massive process of urbanisation in the early 1940s, leading to large-scale squatter
settlements on the edges of the cities. In terms of the new policy, Africans
would be deemed to be “visitors” in the urban areas with no permanent right of
residence. As Hindson (1987) argues, this did not imply the complete removal of
Africans from urban areas. Rather it amounted to much tighter control over the
movements of people, with a segmentation of the labour market: there would be
a small and settled urban African working class to service urban manufacturing
and retail; a stratum of migratory labour to service South Africa’s mines and
any other form of production which did not require a stable work force; and the
remainder of the population, including the old, the in…rm and the unemployed,
who would be accommodated outside the urban areas in the native reserves or
homelands.
This vision was given e¤ect to in a number of di¤erent ways. The …rst step

came with the toughening up of the “pass laws”. All Africans were required
by the mid 1950s to carry their identi…cation documents (or pass books) on
them at all times. Details of movements, …ngerprints and records of crime were
kept in a central register. Labour contracts had to be centrally registered and if

4The material in this section draws heavily on Hindson (1987).
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an African in an urban area became unemployed they had to register with the
labour bureaux within three days (Hindson 1987, p.61).
These labour bureaux were established in terms of the Native Laws Amend-

ment Act of 1952. They aimed to control the entry of Africans into the urban
areas, as well as to direct the ‡ows of migrants to areas in which there was
a shortage of labour. The legislation stipulated that African labour was not
permitted in an urban area if there was an existing labour surplus. Employers
with vacancies had to notify the labour bureaux of this within three days of
the vacancy occurring. Workers from the rural areas were required to register
with the rural labour bureaux. If they were given permission, they could pro-
ceed to the urban area where they had to re-register as work seekers. They
were to stay in labour depots until they had found work. If they lost this job
they theoretically had to return to the rural area to re-register as work-seekers
(Hindson 1987, p.63).
Permission to stay in an urban area was also linked to the availability of

accommodation. This was controlled through Section Ten of the Urban Areas
Act of 1952. In terms of this Act, no African could remain in a municipal area
for longer than 72 hours without permission. Exemptions were granted on the
basis of birth, residence and continuous employment. In order to qualify, a
person had to prove that he or she had been born in the area and had resided
there continuously. A migrant could gain these “Section Ten rights” by working
continuously for the same employer for ten years, or for more than one employer
for …fteen years. Women and children not born in the urban area could gain
these rights only through a husband or parent who quali…ed. Migrants could
gain temporary rights to reside in the urban areas, but only if the labour bureaux
determined that there was a labour shortage (Hindson 1987, p.62).
While the government moved in these ways to restrict new ‡ows of people

into the urban areas, it also moved to expand formal accommodation for the
“permanent” urban residents, in order to deal with the acute housing crisis.
This building programme (which led inter alia to the creation of Soweto), was
…nanced by a new tax, the “Native Services Levy” which all employers of African
labour in the urban area were subject to. This tax had a secondary objective.
By making the employment of African labour more expensive, it discouraged
labour intensive forms of production in the urban areas.

3.1.5 A regional tier: the Administration Boards/Development Boards

The combination of these measures had considerable e¤ects, although it never
stopped African urbanisation completely. The rural homeland economy was in
a state of collapse and the economic pressures were simply too strong to keep
the unemployed in these areas.
The central state came to believe that the municipalities were insu¢ciently

dedicated to controlling the “locations” under their control, so it took the ad-
ministration of these areas away from the municipalities in 1971 and vested
control of them in special bodies called Administration Boards (later renamed
in Orwellian fashion to Development Boards). One of the implications of re-
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moving jurisdiction over these locations or townships from the municipalities
was that cross-subsidisation between the general rates account and the costs of
these areas was not even theoretically an option. Since the central government
was not about to fund African settlements in the cities, it resorted to various
other strategies, including the beer monopoly and, of course, the Native Services
Levy.
The latter was now collected by the Administration Boards, who took over

the functions of the labour bureaux. So the Administation Boards controlled
accommodation, employment and access to the cities. They operated on a
regional basis, although at a somewhat smaller scale than the provinces. Since
the Administration Boards covered both municipalities and the adjoining farms
and rural areas, they could theoretically redirect labour to the points where it
was most demanded.
By this time the state had, however, also come to the conclusion that more

stringent spatial segregation was desirable. In particular it wanted to remove
as many African people as possible from the municipal areas. To this end, the
new township building programmes were all located in the homelands. The idea
was that workers would live in the homelands but commute to work on a daily
basis. In some cases the state redrew the boundaries of the homelands so as
to ensure that particular townships now fell into homeland. In other cases the
townships were demolished and the citizens moved to newly created commuter
townships. These measures of course also eroded the urban residence rights of
the individuals a¤ected.

3.1.6 Changes in the local tier: Black Local Authorities

There were, however, a number of signi…cant settlements which could not by
any stretch of the imagination be bulldozed or incorporated into any particular
homeland. Chief among these was Soweto, which by the mid-1970s was already
enormous. As a result some planners within the state were arguing that some
form of accommodation with these permanent urban dwellers would have to be
found. This quest for a solution gained greater urgency after the 1976 Soweto
riots, which impressed on the central state the idea that urban blacks would
need to be politically incorporated in some way.
The state’s solution to this problem was to give full municipal status to the

townships. These Black Local Authorities (BLAs) would be entitled to adminis-
ter themselves. The Administration Boards would now play a “developmental”
role in relation to these municipalities and were accordingly renamed Develop-
ment Boards.
Of course these areas all lacked the commercial and industrial base to …nance

their activities. Given that the early 1980s were a period of rising unemployment
it also proved di¢cult to collect user charges. On top of this, the state embarked
on some limited privatisation and deregulation campaigns. The municipal beer
monopoly was one of the targets of these reforms. Consequently the BLAs were
sitting on a …nancial time bomb.
The elections to the BLAs in 1983 were to prove the spark that started a
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wave of urban unrest that was eventually to persuade the state to abandon the
dream of apartheid and to enter into a process of negotiations with the African
National Congress and other anti-apartheid organisations.

3.2 Decentralisation in “Black” South Africa

3.2.1 The regional tier: from “native reserves” to “homelands”

The designation of certain geographical areas as “native reserves” dates back
to colonial times. Nevertheless Africans were settled throughout the country.
Indeed there were many “White” farms in which the farmer was e¤ectively an
absentee landlord with the African tenant farmers in de facto control of the
land. Furthermore a number of entrepreneurial African producers had bought
commercial farms. This process came to an end with the 1913 Land Act, which
decreed that Africans could not own land outside certain designated areas.
Over the next few decades Africans were gradually extruded from the rural

areas as the White farmers increasingly took control of “their” land and mecha-
nised. Many of the displacees which might otherwise have urbanised were kept
out of the cities by the measures discussed above. The population pressures in
the reserves consequently increased.
While the reserves were the residual land - the land that the colonists could

not or would not claim - they came to play a central political function. The 1927
Native Administration Act created a framework within which Africans within
the native reserves were ruled indirectly through “tribal authorities”. This Act,
and its successors, was based on the …ction that chiefs traditionally held despotic
rights over their subjects. This position now became legislatively entrenched
while at the same time chiefs became part of the central state machinery. This
happened through the additional …ction of proclaiming the Governor General
(later the State President) as the “Supreme Chief”. Furthermore the chiefs were
induced to cooperate in two ways: uncooperative chiefs could be removed and
more compliant ones installed; and chiefs received a state stipend as a sweetener.
There were, of course, other perks that came with the stronger powers exercised
by the chiefs, such as the levying of various kinds of taxes.
While the philosophy may have been in place with the 1927 Act, its elabo-

ration and rigid implementation came with various Acts in the 1950s: the 1951
Bantu Authorities Act, the 1955 Native A¤airs Act and the 1959 Promotion of
Bantu Self-Government Act. These created a hierarchy of tribal, regional and
ultimately “territorial” authorities. The latter were supposedly organised along
linguistic lines. The organising …ction was that di¤erent language groups repre-
sented di¤erent “nations” within South Africa which had to be accommodated
in di¤erent “homelands”5, with the ultimate objective of becoming independent
(Forsyth 1990).

5Apartheid terminology is full of Orwellian phrases like this one. Nevertheless this mis-
nomer has become so widely used that I will use it too. At some points I also use the more
pejorative term “bantustan”.
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Despite …erce resistance to the implementation of this system in many areas,
ten homelands were ultimately created. A characteristic of all the homeland
legislatures was that a high proportion of members were elected indirectly from
the regional authorities, i.e. the majority of members tended to be chiefs. In the
case of the KwaZulu Legislative Assembly, for instance, provision was made for
68 directly elected members, 78 representatives (mainly chiefs) elected by the
24 regional authorities, as well as the Zulu King (ex o¢cio) and a representative
of the royal family (Forsyth 1989).
Where this loading of the legislative assemblies was not su¢cient to ensure a

compliant legislature, direct repression often did the trick. In the Transkei, for
instance, in the lead-up to the independence elections of 1976, various members
of the opposition were imprisoned in terms of emergency regulations (SAIRR
1976, pp.242–243).
From the 1960s onwards, various functions were transferrred to these leg-

islatures. Eventually they had signi…cantly greater powers than the provinces.
KwaZulu, for instance, had its own Police Force, Justice Department, Depart-
ment of Forestry and Agriculture as well as its own Finance Department and
with it the power to tax. Furthermore the homelands had their own Public
Service Commissions, unlike the Provincial Administrations which employed
individuals through the central Commission for Administration.
The chief problem of the homelands was their extremely weak …nancial base

(with the exception of Bophuthatswana, which had signi…cant mineral deposits).
Consequently they all relied heavily on transfer payments from the central South
African …scus. Homeland governments which were less cooperative were pe-
nalised by being starved of funds.

3.2.2 The regional tier: the “independent” TBVC states

The culmination of the transferral powers was reached with the Status of Transkei
Act of 1976, and similar acts in the case of Bophuthatswana (1977), Venda
(1979) and Ciskei (1981) which conferred “independence” on these territories.
With “independence” came the remaining trappings of statehood - the creation
of autonomous armies, a foreign service (which, however, dealt only with South
Africa) and an autonomous judicial system, with independent Supreme Courts
and Chief Justices.
The fragility of independence was demonstrated not only in the extensive

dependence of these territories on transfer payments from the South African
government, but also in the way in which the central government directly inter-
vened in their a¤airs. The clearest example was provided by the intervention
of the South African Defence Force during a coup attempt in Bophuthatswana
in February 1988. It was instrumental in restoring Lucas Mangope to power
(SAIRR 1988/89, p.92).
Nevertheless, independence was not a complete sham. It transformed the

nature of the relationship between the central South African government and
these regional entities in ways which made direct intervention more di¢cult.
Given that South Africa claimed that these were sovereign states a certain pro-
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tocol needed to be observed in the way in which intervention in their areas was
handled.
The paradoxes inherent in this situation were aptly demonstrated when Ma-

jor General Bantu Holomisa seized power in a coup in the Transkei in December
1987. The spark for the coup was the rampant corruption that had occurred un-
der the previous regime. The South African government recognised the military
regime, but found that Holomisa was not a compliant client in the mould of his
predecessors. Indeed by the late 1980s he was starting to work together with
the anti-apartheid organisations. At this stage the South African government
tried to whip the General back into line by means of …nancial pressure, but he
simply raided the pension funds of the civil servants. Since it was becoming
increasingly clear that apartheid was destined to crumble, (when presumably
such liabilities would be dealt with), this did not lead to any resistance on the
part of the civil servants. Furthermore the General instantaneously became a
popular hero for having stood up to the South African regime. So paradoxically
an “independence” which had been universally condemned to be a sham turned
out to have real teeth in the end.

3.2.3 The local tier: tribal authorities

The tribal authorities were the bedrock of the homeland system and exercised
control over the process of land allocation. They also had judicial functions in
relation to matters not under the jurisdiction of the central law. They adju-
dicated petty criminal matters, local disputes and were involved in key social
events within their communities, such as weddings, births and deaths. During
the twentieth century the way in which these structures related to the broader
polity changed. In the early part of the twentieth century a central government
appointee, the magistrate or native commissioner, represented the local arm of
the central administration. This individual played a prefectoral role: coordi-
nating the activities of line departments while negotiating with the local tribal
structures.
With the creation of the homelands with their own bureaucracies this pre-

fectoral role diminished. McIntosh (1992) has argued that the line departments
of the bantustans tended to bypass local structures and intervened directly on
the ground. One of the e¤ects of this centralisation was to make the state less
responsive to the needs of the locality.
This centralising drift was due in part to the fact that there were no e¤ective

local institutions to counteract it. As shown earlier, central control over the
chiefs was progressively tightened during the twentieth century and recalcitrant
chiefs were simply replaced. Furthermore the power of chiefs was reduced in
other ways:

In terms of the Bantu Authorities Act, white agricultural o¢-
cers of the South African Bantu Trust assumed a more prominent
role than chiefs in allocating land, conserving soil and in regulating
agricultural activities. Chiefs were obliged merely to assist the agri-
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cultural o¢cers with planning their area for betterment and with
its division into residential, arable and grazing land. (Niehaus 2001,
p.139)

Indeed the land allocation process became more di¢cult due to the fact that
population pressures in the homelands escalated as people were removed from
White commercial farms and as residents found it more di¢cult to migrate to
the urban areas. So with the absorption of outsiders and natural population in-
crease, the bantustans became overpopulated, placing strain on the agricultural
basis of these areas.
The legal role of the chiefs also became more tightly circumscribed. As

Niehaus (2001) has argued, chiefs played a vital role in managing the tensions
arising from witchcraft accusations. Antiwitchcraft laws enacted under colonial
rule and subsequently more tightly enforced increasingly prevented chiefs from
playing this role. Niehaus suggests that the explosion of witchcraft burnings
during the late 1980s was due to the fact that there was no legitimate authority
that could deal with the witchcraft accusations.
While the “traditional” power of the chiefs was progressively undermined,

they were coopted through the patronage system created through the system
of regional authorities and bantustan legislatures. Internal challenges to them
were beaten o¤ through the military backing of the South African and homeland
states.
While chiefs were therefore in no position to oppose the centralising drift,

most of the trading and professional interests (e.g. teachers) were also directly
integrated into the bantustan system of clientelism. This position of dependence
on the regional state applied even more to ordinary rural residents, whose access
to resources (land or pensions) depended on the goodwill of the tribal authority
and the local bureaucracy.
Besides these formal manifestations of control, many of the bantustans also

displayed high levels of informal control. In the case of KwaZulu, for instance,
membership of the ruling party (the Inkatha Freedom Party) was frequently
required to access social services. Where these means of control did not work,
direct violence was often used.

3.2.4 The local tier: dormitory areas

One of the areas where the violence became pronounced was in the KwaNde-
bele homeland. This was the last homeland to be created. Indeed the South
Ndebele speakers had been geographically spread throughout the territories of
Bophuthatswana and Lebowa. With the attempts to set up a separate Ndebele
homeland in 1975, these territories expelled the Ndebele speakers in an e¤ort
to maintain control over their land. KwaNdebele was therefore created largely
from farms which had previously been in White hands on which these Ndebele
displacees ended up living (Christopher 1994, pp.69-72).
This area became a large dormitory settlement for people working in the

Pretoria metropolitan area. Although the trip was a minimum of a 100km one
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way, about 20 000 people did it every day (Pierie 1992, p.174). The population
density of this area was such that it could not properly be described as rural.
Instead it could be seen as a form of displaced urbanisation. Such dormitory
areas sprang up in all bantustans in the pockets within commuting range of the
nearest cities (Mabin 1992, p.20).
Some of these areas were formally developed townships, but many were sim-

ply areas of communal land tenure where the chiefs e¤ectively turned themselves
into landlords by allowing occupation in return for rent. In other cases they were
African freehold areas where the landowners rented out sites.
“Traditional” forms of control and social interaction proved di¢cult to main-

tain given the essentially monetised nature of the interactions and the fact that
the migrants or displacees could be drawn from many di¤erent parts of the
country. This meant that such areas were potentially volatile. KwaNdebele ex-
ploded in the mid-1980s when its government attempted to take independence.
The level of popular anger was so great that the government had to backtrack.
This proved to be the last attempt on the part of the South African state to
give independence to any of the homelands.

3.3 Decentralisation in the in-between areas: the “Trust
Lands”

At the time of the 1913 Land Act it was recognised that the existing reserves had
insu¢cient space to accommodate all Africans. Consequently the 1936 Native
Trust and Land Act made provision for the acquisition of additional land to
be incorporated into the reserves. This land was to be purchased with money
allocated by parliamentary grants. The Trust areas were to be administered by
the South African Native Trust6 (Christopher 1994, pp.33–35).
With the advent of apartheid, the acquisition of land took on an added

signi…cance. The pockets of reserves and black areas had to be “consolidated”
so that the …ction of statehood could be given some semblance of respectability.
To this end the state in some cases engineered land exchanges, where some
reserves were deproclaimed and handed over to White farmers in exchange for
other land. In other cases White farms were purchased. African freehold farmers
were generally simply expropriated. These farmers, or indeed the residents of
the deproclaimed reserves, generally lost most of their assets, with only minimal
levels of compensation being o¤ered (Christopher 1994, pp.71–80).
Another function that the Trust Lands came to ful…ll was as preferred loca-

tion of resettlement camps. These were the receiving camps for people forcibly
removed by the state from other areas. As Christopher (1994, pp.81–82) notes:

Resettlement was not a popular policy even for the Black home-
land governments. Supplying the needs of the new arrivals placed

6This body went through a number of name changes including “Development Trust”. This
bureaucracy was housed within the Department of Native A¤airs, which itself went through
many name changes.
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considerable strains upon the limited resources of the administra-
tions. Hence the South African government often chose to locate
resettlement camps on Development Trust Land adjacent to the
homelands and then negotiate their inclusion.

Areas that were under the control of the Trust, i.e. that were “scheduled” for
inclusion into the homelands, had their own distinctive forms of administration.
The local authority existed in the form of the local commissioner or township
manager and particular services (such as education or health) could be provided
either by the relevant central state bureaucracy or the homeland one. Christo-
pher (1994, pp.82) argues, however, that frequently such areas were treated as
the cinderellas by the homeland bureaucracies, because their residents were not
connected properly to the established power structures within the bantustan.

3.4 Cutting across the boundaries

3.4.1 Economic decentralisation

The problem of the lack of an appropriate economic base for the bantustans
was the Achilles Heel of the entire partition project. The apartheid planners
understood this very well but the politicians and supporters of the National
Party were not willing to give up any signi…cant economic resources in order
to make the programme work. Furthermore the state believed that only Black
owned capital should be used for direct investment in the bantustans.
Instead the state embarked initially on a programme of “border industrial

areas”. These were cities within “White” South Africa within easy commut-
ing distance of a bantustan. Financial and other incentives were available to
industrialists who were willing to locate in these areas. Initially three such
sites were developed: Hammarsdale (between Pietermaritzburg and Durban),
Rosslyn (near Pretoria) and Pietermaritzburg itself. Due to the success of this
programme the scheme was extended. The broader programme did not show
the required high rate of job creation, suggesting that perhaps the …rst sites
were also the ones most likely to work without state support (Christopher 1994,
pp.87-89).
By 1968 the government’s objection to the entry of “White” capital into the

homelands had weakened. Such entry would, however, be controlled. In practice
this was done through joint partnerships with various homeland development
corporations. The state now created a number of development points within the
homelands where investors would receive generous incentives (Christopher 1994,
pp.90–93).
While the incentives provided the carrot to induce factories to locate else-

where, the state also made generous use of the “stick”. This came in the form
of tight restrictions on the employment of African labour in the big cities.
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3.4.2 Planning regions

By the late1970s it was becoming clear that far from unscrambling the South
racial mix, the economic decentralisation policies were producing new forms
of interdependencies. The rapid rise in cross-border commuting was one of
the most visible indicators of this. Furthermore the bantustan economies were
showing no signs of “taking o¤”. On the contrary, there were many signs that
these economies were becoming even more dependent on migrant labour and
transfer payments. At the same time, the restrictions on the use of labour in
the metropolitan regions was annoying South Africa’s industrialists.
One of the ways in which the state proposed to deal with these issues, was

through a set of 9 new “planning regions” which were unveiled at the Good Hope
conference in 1982. These planning regions explicitly cut across the existing
boundaries and incorporated bits of the homelands as well as parts of White
South Africa. The purpose of these regions was to explicit take account of
the interdependencies and spill-overs and to plan development projects more
holistically (McCarthy 1992, p.35).
Furthermore linked to these planning regions was a mechanism for formally

consulting the private sector on regional development strategy. In each region a
Regional Development Advisory Committee (RDAC) was formed. These bodies
had representation form the major commercial and industrial interests, such as
the Chambers of Commerce and Industry, the Afrikaanse Handelsinstituut or
the Afrikaanse Sakekamer.
Underneath the RDACs was a network of Regional Development Associations

(RDAs). These operated again across the boundaries within particular planning
areas. These areas roughly coincided with what one might have thought of
as economic localities. The RDAs also drew on private sector participants,
although they were slightly more open structures.
Above the RDACs was a national structure called the National Regional

Development Advisory Council or NRDAC. The chairpersons of the RDACs sat
on this body as did all the Directors-General of central government departments
and representatives of other government and parastatal bodies.
It is uncertain what exactly this structure managed to achieve in terms of

development activities. Nevertheless it played an important consultative role.
During the latter part of the 1980s and the early 1990s, the state made increasing
use of these structures in its process of policy formulation around the regional
question. In particular, issues such as the delimitation of regional boundaries or
the assignment of powers and functions to the regional tier in a future dispen-
sation were bounced o¤ the RDACs. This process could be seen as an e¤ort to
create or consolidate a set of regional projects or identities around which a fu-
ture regional dispensation could be structured (Wittenberg and McIntosh 1992,
p.51).
Indeed the boundaries of the planning regions proved fairly resilient. The

planning regions were popularised through the Development Bank and other
quasi-government development agencies. As they were projected as being func-
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tionally or economically based, they proved acceptable (with modi…cations7)
to the African National Congress at the national negotiations and ended up
providing the basis of the current provinces.

3.4.3 Regional Services Councils

Where the planning regions were intended to deal with problems arising from
the economic problems of the bantustans, another set of “regions” were created
to deal with the problems arising from the weak …nancial position of the Black
Local Authorities. The Regional Services Council Act of 1985 provided for
the establishment of joint structures called Regional Services Councils (RSCs),
between local authorities for the provision of bulk infrastructure. These bodies
were funded by two levies on businesses: a turnover tax and a payroll tax.
The RSCs were indirectly elected from its constituent local authorities in

a manner designed to ensure overall White control. Nevertheless their chief
function was to upgrade facilities in the black areas.
Forty-two of these structures were eventually created (Christopher 1994,

Fig 2.6, p.57). The process took a little longer in KwaZulu-Natal, since the
KwaZulu homeland insisted that the boards be constituted in a di¤erent fashion.
Eventually related structures called Joint Services Boards were implemented
there as well.
As with the planning regions, this particular tier of government has proved

durable, forming the basis of the district councils in existence today.

3.4.4 Secret forms of centralisation

The creation of the planning regions and the Regional Services Councils were all
symptoms of the gathering crisis of the apartheid state. It was, however, in the
political domain where it was most acutely felt. In the mid-1980s a rising wave
of unrest made more and more areas of the country “ungovernable”. Councillors
of the Black Local Authorities were forced to resign or were killed, as were Black
policemen or other perceived collaborators. The state’s administration in many
of these areas collapsed and the security arms of the state could only move into
them in heavily armed convoys.

The National Security Management System The state’s response was
to create the National Security Management System (NSMS). The purpose of
this was to coordinate the …ght agains the insurrection on a number of di¤erent
levels. Its philosophy was outlined by Adriaan Vlok, then Minister of Law and
Order:

You have to address the security situation; secondly, you have to
address grievances and bring good government to the ordinary people

7One of the biggest di¤erences is that the Transkei was split between two development
regions, while it has been incorporated whole into the Eastern Cape province.
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and, thirdly, you have to address the political situation. (cited in
Boraine 1989, p.162)

This approach could be rephrased as follows:

1. Smash resistance and re-establish control; then

2. Provide services to remove the grievances around which anti-apartheid
organisations mobilise and

3. Fill the void created by the destruction of organisations by creating forms
of organisation and channels of communication more friendly to the state.

The coordination of development assistance with security intervention re-
quired control over the line ministries, provincial departments and local au-
thority departments concerned with the provision of services. Indeed in many
areas the local branches of the NSMS e¤ectively took over the functions of the
local state (Boraine 1989). At the regional level the implementation of this
strategy led to the sidelining or purging of elements deemed sympathetic to the
anti-apartheid cause. Within the Natal Provincial Administration (NPA), for
instance, a witch hunt was conducted against reformist planners many of whom
ended up resigning - among them some of the most senior planning professionals.
Indeed the NSMS was run in an extremely centralised way. It consisted of a

hierarchy of structures extending downwards from the State Security Council8 to
regional structures called Joint Management Centres (JMCs) to local structures,
sub-JMCs and mini-JMCs (Selfe 1989).
These structures were e¤ective in leveraging signi…cant resources into some

of the key trouble spots. Because the JMCs had a direct hotline to the central
decision-making structures, inter-bureaucratic rivalries and red tape could be
e¤ectively bypassed. In that sense the NSMS ran a quasi-prefectoral system.
Nevertheless the interventions su¤ered from legitimacy problems and the requi-
sitioned assistance did not always appear or when it appeared was some times
of the wrong type (Cross et al. 1988, p.57).

The National Coordination Mechanism When F.W. de Klerk became
leader of the National Party, the NSMS was restructured. In particular the
politicians wanted to reassert control over the way that the country was gov-
erned. Accordingly the NSMS was changed into the National Coordination
Mechanism (NCM). From the outset the NCM was presented as being more
concerned with development and welfare issues than with security ones. Never-
theless the security element of the structure remained:

In dealing with welfare issues it is apparent that the united appli-
cation of the entire capabilities of the authorities is a precondition.

8The State Security Council comprised of the most senior cabinet members and was chaired
by the State President. It is thought that it was actually more important for many decisions
than the cabinet itself.
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The sustained co-operation and support of the security forces re-
mains essential. (RSA 1990)

The structure of the NCM mirrored that of the NSMS, with national, re-
gional and local tiers of coordination. Its composition was opened out, with
outside bodies, in particular the RDACs being brought into it (Wittenberg and
McIntosh 1992, pp.46–50). At the national level the structure was made sub-
servient to the Cabinet. Indeed after a while the structure was transferred from
its location in the State President’s O¢ce to the Department of Regional and
Land A¤airs.
This loss of prestige nationally was mirrored regionally and locally. With

the removal of the security forces from centre stage, many government line
departments tried to reassert their organisational independence and participated
with much less enthusiasm.

The Broederbond At the peak of its power the NSMS formed a state within
the state. For most of the period of National Party rule there was an even more
shadowy controlling body within the state. This was the Broederbond a secret
society dedicated to the promotion of Afrikaner nationalism. Its mission was to
advance the position of Afrikaners within every sphere of society. The task of
“broeders”9 was to promote other broeders within their sphere of competence.
In this way the society systematically in…ltrated the civil service, the local au-
thorities, the Afrikaans churches, the Universities, cultural organisations and
businesses. Indeed some of the biggest success stories of Afrikaner business
arose through the way in which the Broederbond organised patronage through
the state and other bodies.
In this way in‡uence was exercised beyond the boundaries de…ned by the for-

mal system of decentralisation. For instance, appointments to posts in the Natal
Provincial Administration could be in‡uenced by the broeder network within
it, even while the NPA was under the control of the United Party. As such the
Natal Education Department fell under stronger central control than the formal
structures might have suggested. Similarly, some of the White civil servants sec-
onded to the bantustan administrations would have been under Broederbond
control.
The in‡uence of the Broederbond only began to wane with the split in

the National Party in the early 1980s, when a group of die-hard supporters
of apartheid left in opposition to the limited reforms introduced in that period.

3.5 Summary

The decentralisation experiments of the apartheid state were, paradoxically,
grounded in an attempt to maintain central control. Decentralisation was de-
signed to achieve at least two objectives: …rstly to fragment the opposition by
creating a set of regional and ethnic interests which would impede African na-
tionalism; and secondly to relinquish sovereignty over parts of the space in order

9Afrikaans for “brothers”
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to satisfy the political aspirations of the majority. These were obviously linked,
since it was the prospect of at least some real power which allowed the state to
create those regional interests in the …rst place.
Partition might have worked if the spatial and economic provisions for it

had been less niggardly. The reason why more land was not made available
can be traced to two phenomena: Firstly, no White community wanted to be
“sacri…ced” in the general interest. This is the standard NIMBY phenomenon.
Secondly, the state needed to pay White farmers at market prices. Indeed it
frequently paid above market rates, since corrupt individuals with links to the
“Native Trust” bureaucracy in a number of cases bought up farms earmarked
for purchase prior to new consolidation proposals being publicised only to resell
them at a premium to the state.
The reason why the state could not (and did not want to) deal more decisively

with its support base was that the sources of power within the White community
were initially quite decentralised. Municipalities and provinces had autonomous
power and elections to the national government were based on a constituency
system with the National Party holding only a very tenuous majority for the
…rst ten years of its rule.
Since an equitable partition was never going to be entertained, the primary

function of decentralisation was always going to be a more coercive one, viz.
to maintain control over the African population. Since this control was to be
exercised in part indirectly, corruption was an inevitable feature of the system.
Some of this was deliberate, organised corruption - the salaries and perks paid
to chiefs, bantustan politicians and informers. Much of it, however, was un-
sanctioned, private corruption. The o¢cials working in the pass law or housing
bureaucracies, for instance, were notoriously corrupt. Given the tremendous
value of gaining access to the urban labour market, it was not surprising that
crooked o¢cials would be tempted to sell these rights. The e¤ect of this kind of
corruption was, of course, to make apartheid less workable. Similarly, many bu-
reaucrats in the welfare departments extracted rents from giving people access
to services (such as schooling or pension payments) which were actually their
right. The e¤ect of this kind of corruption was to ensure that redistributive or
developmental programmes of the state were less likely to reach their intended
bene…ciaries making the system even less legitimate.
Then there were the wasted expenditures: the expenses incurred in setting

up ten new “capital cities” with the attendant infrastructure; the creation of
separate “Universities” for each of the bantustans and other prestige projects.
One of the most pernicious legacies of apartheid, therefore, was the exis-

tence of relatively large regional and national bureaucracies who did not have
a strong service ethic, but were well-trained in how to take bribes or to loot
the state co¤ers. The other legacy was the administrative and spatial mess cre-
ated by segregation. The jumble of administrative arrangements did not make
for e¢cient service delivery. The coordinating structures, instead of simplifying
the system added yet more layers of bureaucracy. And the spatial separation
of dormitory areas from the places of work ensured that many people spent
considerable time commuting.
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4 An example: Pietermaritzburg

It is useful to see the impact of these forces in a particular local setting. Pieter-
maritzburg is among South Africa’s larger secondary cities. It was the capital
of the colony and later province of Natal. It is still one of the two provincial
capitals of the new province of KwaZulu-Natal 10. Pietermaritzburg was also
one of the initial “border industrial areas” (see section 3.4.1) and developed a
modest industrial base during the 1960s (Torino 1988).
The administrative structures of the greater Pietermaritzburg region as they

existed in the late 1980s are shown in Figure 1. The …rst striking fact is that all
of the types of local authorities mentioned in the previous discussion could be
found within one reasonably compact area. Secondly, as the discussion below
will make clear, there was some method in this administrative chaos: there was
a de…nite hierarchy of African settlements starting with Sobantu Village and
moving west to the tribal authority areas of Vulindlela. The further west one
went, the more tenuous the urban rights became.
What is of some importance, although not clear from the map, is that the

municipality of Pietermaritzburg and the areas immediately to its west, viz.
Imbali, Plessislaer and Edendale are all in a valley. The di¤erence in elevation
between the city and Hilton, to the north is of the order of 300 m (1000 ft). The
boundary between the Edendale area and the KwaZulu homeland is similarly
marked by a steep ascent. The di¤erences in administration therefore coincide
also to some extent with di¤erences in terrain.

4.1 Administrative structures in “White” South Africa

4.1.1 White local authorities

As the Figure makes clear, there were a number of di¤erent local authorities
in the area. The settlements of Hilton, Mount Michael, Ashburton and Foxhill
should all be seen as part of the commuter belt of Pietermaritzburg. In partic-
ular Hilton (as the name suggests) was the refuge of the rich. At this elevation
temperatures were signi…cantly cooler and the gardens more lush. The borough
of Howick, however, had some functional independence, being a service centre
for the agricultural areas further inland.
Pietermaritzburg itself had taken on the appearance of almost the ideal-

typical “apartheid city”. The zones of White residential areas were in the south-
east and the north-west of the city, located in such a way that tra¢c by African
and Indian residents did not need to go through these areas. The Indian and
Coloured population was restricted to the north-east corner along one of the
main arterial routes from where access to the Central Business District and the
industrial areas was possible.
This division of space clearly favoured the White population. According

to the 1985 census the White population of the city amounted to roughly 60

10The other is Ulundi. Currently there is a political …ght about whether Pietermaritzburg
should become the sole capital.
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000, with 57 000 Indians and 14 000 Coloureds (Wills 1988, p.42). Since the
supply of land was arti…cially kept low by the Group Areas Act, housing prices
particularly in the Indian areas soared. Since the City Council taxed property
on its assessed value; and since it valued land in relation to actual sales, these
areas also saw their property taxes (rates) escalate!

4.1.2 Indian and Coloured Local A¤airs Committees

In line with national policy, Local A¤airs Committees (LACs) were set up in
the Indian and Coloured group areas. These bodies, however, su¤ered from low
legitimacy and were not taken all that seriously by the municipality either, until
the mid-1980s. In 1987 the City Council tried to upgrade the status of these
bodies, by giving them full access to all Council meetings and deliberations
(Lawrence 1988, p.219). Nevertheless by this stage the LACs had become even
more isolated within their own communities. Instead campaigns, such as those
against the rate increases, were waged under the umbrella of the “Pietermar-
itzburg Combined Ratepayers’ and Residents’ Association”. This body in turn
was a¢liated with the United Democratic Front (UDF), the internal voice of
the anti-apartheid resistance.

4.1.3 Black Local Authorities

Pietermaritzburg’s …rst township, Sobantu, was built in 1927. It was built
right next to the town’s refuse dump11 so there were no takers for the …rst
houses built. Consequently Africans living in the city were ordered to move
in, and their existing shelters were demolished (Peel 1988, p.82). By the 1950s
things had changed and demand for housing outstripped supply. In this period,
however, the central government ordered all future extensions to the township
halted. Africans were to be settled outside the city in future. The second
township (Imbali) was developed on the western side of the municipality and
was eventually excised from the municipality.
Sobantu itself was removed from municipal control in 1973 and handed over

to the Drakensberg Administration Board. A community council was set up
in 1979 with very low voter turnout. In 1982 there was an outbreak of rioting
in the area, sparked by the death of a youngster during a protest. In the af-
termath the council collapsed and all further attempts to set up a Black Local
Authority failed. In 1986 the Administration Board was incorporated into the
Natal Provincial Administration. The province appointed the mayor of Pieter-
maritzburg as administrator of the area. This step was the …rst recognition that
ultimately Sobantu would need to be reincorporated into the city.

11This is a characteristic of apartheid town planning (McCarthy 1992).
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4.2 The areas scheduled for incorporation into KwaZulu

4.2.1 The townships of Imbali and Ashdown

Where the residents of Sobantu occupied the topmost rung on the urban rights
scale among Africans, the next rung down was occupied by Imbali and Ash-
down. The advantages accruing to these areas were not simply being better
positioned in relation to the job market, but also being relatively better ser-
viced. Education, for instance, was provided by the Department of Education
and Training (DET), while the KwaZulu Department of Education and Culture
(DEC) serviced the rest. The DET, being a national line department, had better
access to funding. For instance, DET schools generally had access to electricity,
which was not the case with DEC schools. DEC schools, on the other hand,
had slightly better pupil-teacher ratios12 (Lawrance 1988).
The administration of Imbali and Ashdown was in the hands of the national

“Bantu A¤airs” department (named at this time, inappropriately enough, the
Department of Cooperation and Development) and control was exercised by
the local branch o¢ce. In each township there was also an elected Community
Council. As in the case of Sobantu these structures lacked legitimacy.
Con‡ict erupted around the councils in the mid-1980s. Youth organisations

linked to the United Democratic Front (UDF) had sprung up in the early 1980s.
They had started to organise within the schools and had led some school boy-
cotts and street protests. There had also been an incident in which one of the
councillor’s houses had been stoned.
In 1985 a group of thugs linked to some of the Imbali councillors started

targetting the leadership of the Imbali Youth Organisation and e¤ectively forced
it to ‡ee the area. This initially met with approval from a signi…cant proportion
of the older township residents, who felt that their children were getting out of
control. This approval quickly evaporated when the thugs widened the scope of
the attacks.
Similar attempts to force out youth activists also occurred in Ashdown town-

ship. Emboldened by the fact that many of the adults were swinging onto their
side, the youth organisations in Ashdown and Imbali started to clandestinely
regroup and initiated a counter-attack. This was to prove the beginning of a
civil war which, at its peak, made international headlines and claimed thou-
sands of lives. Indeed as one commentator has noted, more lives were lost in
a few months in this area than in twenty years of …ghting in Northern Ireland
(Kentridge 1990, p.15).

4.2.2 The freehold areas of Edendale and Slangspruit

While the con‡ict in Imbali and Ashdown proved to be costly in terms of lives
lost and properties destroyed, the real escalation of the war occurred in the
second half of 1987 in the Edendale valley. One of the key questions which has

12This suggests that pupils were voting with their feet - in the opposite direction to the one
that Lawrance (1988) suggests.
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exercised commentators is why Edendale should have been such a key location
(Cross et al. 1988, Gwala 1988, Kentridge 1990).
What distinguished Edendale from many other areas was that the land was

held in freehold by a group of African landowners. The origin of Edendale goes
back to a group of Chrisitan converts who settled here in 1851 and whose descen-
dents still play respected roles within the Edendale community (Meintjies 1988).
These individuals always had a problematic relationship to “Zulu” nationalism.
Indeed, they tended to support the colonial government in its wars with the Zulu
kingdom. Given the long history of Westernised and urbanised living, they were
hardly going to be very receptive to “traditional” appeals. Instead the area had
long been a base of support for the African National Congress.
During the nineteenth century the Edendale community at various stages

asked for municipal status, but this was refused by various colonial governments.
Eventually instead of providing proper urban infrastructure the landlords simply
rented out space on their farms for residential purposes, so that by the late
twentieth century the area came to resemble a large squatter settlement.
The government earmarked the area for inclusion into KwaZulu but did not

actually hand over full administrative control. This was vested in the hands of
the national Department of Cooperation and Development. KwaZulu, however,
provided certain of the social services, in particular education and health.
As a result three key areas that Inkatha was able to use elsewhere for re-

cruitment were missing in Edendale: appeals to “tradition” and “Zulu identity”
were less likely to work; the land allocation system did not depend on the chiefs;
and access to local government services did not occur through the KwaZulu
bureaucracy. Gwala (1988) has argued that this third element, the lack of “bu-
reaucratic entry points” explains why Inkatha resorted to coercive tactics in its
recruitment campaign in Edendale.
This does not explain, however, why there should have been a forced re-

cruitment campaign at all, given that Inkatha had had a rather low pro…le in
the Edendale valley, nor why it should have occurred in May/June 1987, at a
time when many of the leaders of the youth organisations were imprisoned or in
hiding as a result of a national clampdown by the security forces. One possible
explanation was that the recruitment campaign was part of the state’s attempt
to …ll the void created by the temporary suppression of the youth organisations.
The campaign took the form of a door-to-door membership drive for Inkatha
in particular sections of Edendale. Individuals who refused to join or who had
children who were linked to UDF organisations were evicted from the area and
in some cases their houses were burned.
Instead of cementing the position of Inkatha it had the opposite e¤ect. It

galvanised the adjoining communities to set up “defence committees”. These
engaged in puri…cation drives of their own, evicting and attacking Inkatha sym-
pathisers. By September the Edendale valley resembled a mosaic of armed
camps, with pitched battles being fought between neighbouring “UDF” and
“Inkatha” areas. Between September and December 1987 over 100 people died
in the Edendale valley with many more injured (Aitchison 1988, p.22). Given
Inkatha’s weak support base in the area to start o¤ with, this was a battle that
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Inkatha was almost guaranteed to lose, except for the vigorous support that it
received from the state’s security forces. Hundreds of youths from UDF areas
were imprisoned without trial in an apparent attempt to sap the strength of the
defence committees.
The con‡ict quickly spun out to other areas as either youth sympathetic to

the UDF, or older people loyal to Inkatha preemptively started organising their
communities. The other freehold area, that of Slangspruit, was caught up in
the fall-out in this way. Its …rst war deaths were recorded in November 1987
(Aitchison 1988).

4.2.3 State land: Willowfountain

Like Edendale and Slangspruit, the Willowfountain area was outside the juris-
diction of KwaZulu and hence not ideal recruitment terrain for Inkatha. In this
area the land was not held in freehold by Africans. Instead the occupants rented
the land from the state. Like all African areas it could not remain neutral. It
ended up being organised by UDF aligned defence committees.

4.3 KwaZulu

4.3.1 The tribal authorities in Vulindlela

The tribal authority areas of Vulindlela were caught up in the con‡agration soon
after the war started in Edendale. The chiefs issued edicts that UDF members
had to leave their areas by October 1987. The war in these areas turned out
even more vicious than in the Edendale valley. Part of the reason for this was
that the social structure was di¤erent.
During the preceding decades, the population pressure had been building up

in the area. The areas immediately adjoining the Edendale valley all became
densely settled. To all intents and purposes they were part of the urban fabric,
although they were still under the jurisdiction of the chiefs. In essence the chiefs
resembled landlords. It was only in the most western parts of the district that
agriculture still played a signi…cant role (Bromberger 1988).
When the …ghting broke out in the Edendale valley, groups of youth in a

number of these areas started asking why they needed to pay tribute to the
chiefs, when their counterparts down in the valley could get by perfectly well
without them. With startling rapidity chie‡y authority collapsed in several of
these areas. Unlike in Edendale or in the townships, however, there were often
no community elders who could restrain the youth once they had tasted some
of their power. This rapidly led to practices such as extortion by these young
men. This alienated su¢ciently many of the older generation that Inkatha led
attempts to “discipline” the youth received support.
The collapse of chie‡y authority alarmed the central state even more than

the open warfare in the Edendale area. By early 1988 the state started to
saturate the area with security forces. A new chief of the security police was
dispatched to smash what was now being seen as an open insurrection. The
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state succeeded in achieving a temporary stabilisation. Inkatha and the chiefs
managed to reestablish control over most of the Vulindlela district while the
Edendale valley was largely in the hands of the UDF defence committees.
By the middle of 1988 the death toll started rising again. The Edendale-

Vulindlela border in particular became a continual battle site. Part of the
problem was that the residents of the Vulindlela area had to commute to work
in Pietermaritzburg. The main transport route, however, went right through
the Edendale valley. This led to major friction. There had been incidents were
buses carrying Inkatha supporters had stopped in Edendale, disgorged their
cargo who went on a temporary rampage only to get back on their buses. After
this episode, buses from the Vulindlela area came under constant attack. This
forced the Vulindlela commuters to …nd more round-about routes to get to their
destination which fuelled the antagonism against the residents of Edendale.
The peak of the war came in March 1990 when an army of Inkatha supporters

reputed to number about 3 000 marched from the home of the Inkatha leader
at Taylor’s Halt (see Figure 2), laid waste to the communities of Gezubuso and
Vulisaka, which were deemed to be UDF friendly, and launched a frontal assault
on the Edendale community. The largest attack came down the hill slope on
Edendale’s northern border into the Caluza area and into Ashdown. For several
days a pitched battle was fought, with the South African army and police force
essentially standing by. Total deaths over this week are uncertain but numbered
at least eighty (Kentridge 1990, p.243). The attack was eventually repulsed.
In this episode at least 11 000 people were made homeless (Kentridge 1990,

p.243), mainly residents of Gezubuso and Vulisaka. They initially lived in
refugee settlements in the Esigodeni area of Edendale and eventually resettled
in other parts of the Edendale/Willowfountain complex. What this “forced re-
moval” achieved was to reinforce the salience of the Edendale/Vulindlela border.
People left living in the Vulindlela district owed allegiance to the chiefs, while
Edendale was even more …rmly under the control of the UDF.

4.4 Summary

The chief point to emerge from this discussion is how di¤erences in the micro-
regulations that individuals were subject to a¤ected their interests and the way
in which they related to others. In a sense the di¤erent administrative areas cre-
ated di¤erent individuals, as well as being a re‡ection of the organised strength
of di¤erent communities. These di¤erences were important enough that they
led to a major civil war in the African communities.
Paradoxically the e¤ect of this con‡ict was to reinforce the salience of those

borders. When the residents of Edendale cut o¤ access by bus to the Vulindlela
district, they reinforced the marginalised position of the homeland commuters.
This vulnerability might even have increased the hold of the traditional leaders.
The urban/“rural” distinction was reinforced when the Pietermaritzburg

Transitional Local Council was created. This council included the “White”
municipality, Sobantu and the scheduled areas, but excluded the Vulindlela
district. Indeed this exclusion was partially motivated by the chiefs themselves,
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who insisted that they were the local authority in their area. They did not want
to cede political control to democratically elected structures. It was only in
2000, with the newly demarcated Msunduzi municipality (indicated in Figure
1) that this divide was overcome.

5 Decentralisation under the democratic state

5.1 The transformation process

The national negotiation process occurred against a backdrop of several hard
facts:

1. The apartheid state had not been militarily defeated and so suitable guar-
antees had to be given to the incumbents of the central state bureaucracy
about their future

2. The bantustans had to be reincorporated into the fabric of the country,
but their bureaucracies also sought employment guarantees

3. The townships and peri-urban areas had be brought into one system of
urban administration

4. The National Party and the representatives of other minority groups were
categorically opposed to a strong unitary state, on the assumption that in
such a state previously obtained concessions and guarantees would not be
easily enforced.

To complicate matters more, at the time of the national negotiations, a
number of bantustan leaders jumped ship and moved to the African National
Congress’s (ANC’s) banner. The ANC was happy to do deals with them, be-
cause it strengthened its hands at the negotiations. The cost of these alliances,
however, was that the bantustan bureaucracies had to be given meaningful roles.
Furthermore the ANC did not relish the thought of having to govern with an
unsympathetic central civil service. It started to look to some of the bantustan
bureaucracies for credible Black bureaucrats.

5.1.1 The regional tier

In short the ANC came to be of the view that a regional dispensation might
be one way of reining in the national bureaucracy, as well as buying o¤ the
bantustan leaders.
Given the latter purpose, it did not take all that much to converge on the

set of “development regions” as the basis of the new provincial dispensation.
The purpose of these regions had been explicitly to plan across the boundaries,
and to do so in a way which resembled economically meaningful entities.
These provinces were given “teeth” by giving them considerable functions

(particularly in relation to social services) in the new constitution. The ANC
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insisted, however, that these not be exclusively provincial functions. Instead
central government retained overall policy making and coordinating functions.
In this way South Africa’s version of the “German” system of overlapping ju-
risdictions came into being.
Elections to the new provinces occurred concurrently with the national elec-

tions of 1994. The ANC ended up in control of all provinces except the Western
Cape and KwaZulu-Natal. In the latter it ended up in a coalition government
with the Inkatha-Freedom Party.

5.1.2 The local tier

Transformation at the local tier was a considerably more drawn out a¤air. The
process started with the creation of a set of “negotiating fora” in 1993, with
the Local Government Transitions Act. These fora e¤ectively became interim
local authorities. Their task was both to deliberate on the appropriate post-
apartheid shape of the municipalities and to run the municipalities until this
post-apartheid infrastructure was in place. These interim structures already saw
the …rst level of rationalisation between municipalities and their Black Local
Authorities.
Decision-making in this era was intended to be consensual. Each negotiating

forum had two (or more) “sides”. There were representatives of the statutory
bodies, i.e. of structures such as municipalities, Black local authorities, Local
A¤airs Councils and so on. And then there were representatives of the non-
statutory bodies, which included the anti-apartheid organisations as well as the
local chambers of commerce and industry and other interested parties. Each of
these sides had an e¤ective veto on decisions.
This interim phase came to an end with the local government elections held

in 1995. These elections were for Transitional Local Councils (TLCs) and Tran-
sitional Metropolitan Councils (TMCs). Voting was on a ward basis, but the
weighting of representation within the council was such that half of the wards
were to come from the old White municipalities and half of the wards from the
other areas. In most parts of the country, White interests were therefore over
represented.
In the big metropolitan areas local government existed in a two-tier fashion:

there were both TLCs and a TMC. The more extensive body (the TMC) became
the recipient of the Regional Services Levies (see section 3.4.3). In parts of
the country where the TMCs did not exist, provision was made for a “district
council” which was indirectly elected through the constituent local authorities.
These district councils became the recipients of the RSC levies in the non-TMC
areas.
One other new development was that as of 1995 South Africa had “wall-

to-wall” municipalities. Whereas under the previous dispensation rural areas
did not have local government, under the new system local authorities existed
everywhere. One of the problems created by this was that these newly created
municipalities did not have an administrative infrastructure nor an established
tax base, since rural property was not valued or rated.
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The “transitional” period came to an end with the 2000 municipal elec-
tions. By this time the new national constitution (passed in 1996) laid out the
framework for local government. This was given further form by the Munici-
pal Structures Act of 1998. There were to be three types of local government:
type A (metropolitan councils), type B (local councils) and type C (districts
councils). Metropolitan Councils were to combine the functions of B and C
municipalities. Hence outside the main metropolitan areas, local government
became a more elaborate two-tier system.
Furthermore the Local Government: Municipal Demarcation Act of 1998

had provided for the redemarcation of all municipalities within the country.
This led to a rationalisation of the 843 municipalities down to 284 municipali-
ties: six type A, 231 type B and 47 type C municipalities. The districts were
also redemarcated. The racially weighted demarcation of municipal wards was
done away with. Full democratisation therefore only occurred with the 2000
municipal elections.
Each of the three restructuring exercises led to the reshuing of depart-

ments between municipalities. The reshuing is not complete as yet. In 2002
provincial governments issued a set of determinations on the allocation of re-
sponsibilities between districts and type B municipalities. In some cases where a
type B municipality might be handing over a function to the district this would
have personnel relocation implications too.

5.2 The intergovernmental system

In short the current intergovernmental system e¤ectively has four tiers, except
in the metropolitan areas where there are only three:

1. National government has responsibility for security (army and police) and
national economic policy as well as for overall direction of the social service
departments

2. Provincial government administers the major social services: education,
health, transfer payments (e.g. social pensions and child care grants)

3. District councils in some cases organise water and sewerage reticulation
and other bulk infrastructure, while in other cases they do not have a
clear rationale. They act as municipal service providers of last resort, if
their constituent municipalities do not have the capacity to ful…ll their
mandates.

4. Municipalities have a key role in the provision of basic services, in par-
ticular water, sanitation, refuse removal, electricity, town planning and so
on.

It is questionable whether South Africa really needs so many tiers, partic-
ularly since there are frequently overlapping competencies between them. Re-
lationships, particularly between local councils and district councils are often
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far from cordial. The chief executive o¢cer of the Msunduzi municipality was
quoted in mid-2001 as complaining that

Instead of district councils taking over service delivery from local
councils, there was a tendency for the reverse to occur. Where the
local council had developed a ‘fully ‡edged service delivery author-
ity’ – as Pietermaritzburg had – it was required to perform district
council service functions ‘without receiving any of the levy income
which accrues to the district council’. It was thus expected to accept
responsibility for delivery of services over a wider area without re-
ceiving additional resources. Mr Haswell concluded: ‘The country’s
secondary cities are thus being stretched almost to breaking point...
Perhaps it is too soon to pronounce the new model a failure. But it
is certainly taking strain.’ (SAIRR 2001, p.79)

The role of the districts is clearly the most problematic aspect of the system.
To some extent the districts can be seen simply as hang-overs from the apartheid
Regional Services Councils. Since there was levy income to be collected, there
needed to be a structure to do this! To be fair, however, there are some parts
of the country where it will take a long time for local councils to develop the
appropriate capacity. In these contexts district councils might play a useful role
in shoring up local service delivery. In other parts, however, where local councils
do have the capacity, districts may only turn out to be a hindrance, as the above
quote suggests. The consolidation of municipalities into larger entities seems to
have reduced the scope for districts also.
Another problem is that the districts are too close in size to the provinces for

comfort. Indeed it might be suggested that the architects of the current system
in the Municipal Demarcation Board and the Department of Provincial and
Local Government were trying to create a “wedge” between the municipalities
and the provinces. Provincial power could be ground up between the districts
and national government. This would of course require sapping the strength of
local councils also. To some extent this is already the model in the metropolitan
areas. The individual municipalities which made up the metropolitan area were
all done away with. For instance, there are no structures between the individual
residents of Johannesburg (around two million of them) and the Johannesburg
Metropolitan Council. This of course hardly brings government “closer to the
people”.
The uneasy relationship between districts and provinces is further compli-

cated by the fact that they are not always nested within particular provinces:
The Municipal Demarcation Board developed the unique innovation of “cross-
border districts” and “cross-border municipalities”13. There are, of course, good
reasons why service delivery may in some cases be more e¤ective when organised
across provincial boundaries. Given that these local authorities at some stages
need to connect with the provinces, it is not clear how this blurring of the lines
of communication will a¤ect the administrative functioning.

13Admittedly there is only a handful of these.
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Despite the fact that there have been some champions of the idea of strong
districts, it is not clear how the relationships between local councils and districts
will evolve. In particular where there are cities within a district, there are
vested interests in keeping strong local councils and with them the existing
local capacity. Furthermore the provinces play important roles in determining
the nature of these relationships. Indeed the most recent determinations of how
the municipal functions should be split between local councils and districts were
made by the provinces.

5.3 The legal framework

The underpinning of South Africa’s decentralisation programme is provided by
the 1996 constitution. This constitution stipulates that there will be three tiers
of government and lists the responsibilities of each. With most of the important
functions there is overlap in the jurisdiction between national, provincial and
local tiers of government. Municipalities do, however, have exclusive power to
legislate inter alia in relation to beaches, cemeteries and dog licences.
The importance of constitutionally providing for these tiers is that central

government cannot simply abolish any of them, nor can it unilaterally change the
nature of a particular province or municipality. Actions such as the conversion
of elected provinces to appointed ones, as happened in 1986 are therefore no
longer possible. At least they would require a constitutional amendment, and
this in turn would be subject to review by the constitutional court.
The position of provinces is further entrenched by the provision that South

Africa’s upper house of parliament, the National Council of Provinces, is elected
indirectly by the provincial legislatures. The support of a majority (…ve) of
provinces is required for any legislation to be passed. Constitutional amend-
ments require support from six provinces.
The national constitution also prescribes that provincial and local govern-

ment are entitled to an “equitable share” of nationally raised revenue. The
constitution does not prescribe what this means, but it does imply that the
allocations be made in terms of a formula. Such formulae now exist for both the
provincial and the local allocations, although they are currently under review.
This is discussed in more detail below (section 5.4).
The guarantor of the integrity of this system is the constitutional court,

a body that did not exist previously. Indeed litigation has been quite active
around the system of decentralisation. The constitutional court …rst ‡exed its
muscle when it refused to certify the …rst version of the new constitution, since
it felt that it did not su¢ciently embody the agreements reached in the interim
constitution. The eventually certi…ed 1996 constitution therefore provided for
a slightly stronger role for the provinces.
Litigation has also occurred in relation to the equitable share. The national

government was taken to court by the Uthukela district council on the basis that
this council did not receive its rightful “Institutional capacity grant”. National
Treasury argued that in fact districts did not qualify for this particular grant.
National government lost the case in the Pietermaritzburg High Court (NW 7
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Feb 2002b), but took the matter on appeal. Nevertheless the case was eventually
settled out of court and since then the districts have become eligible for this
grant.

5.4 The …nancial framework

There are two components to the system of …scal decentralisation. On the one
hand, there is a system which deals with the decentralisation of revenues raised
nationally. On the other, there are autonomous sources of funds for some of
these levels. We will deal with these in turn.
The current system of …scal decentralisation is mapped out in the Intergov-

ernmental Fiscal Relations Act of 1997 (National Treasury 1999, pp.2.2–2.11).
This sets up a set of formal consultative processes that have to occur prior to
the tabling of the national budget in parliament. In essence the provinces and
representatives of the local authorities have to be consulted prior to the tabling
of the annual Division of Revenue Act.
The budget must make provision for the following:

² the “vertical split” of national revenue between spheres, i.e. between na-
tional, provincial and local government

² the “horizontal split” of the provincial equitable share between the provinces
² the “horizontal split” of the local government equitable share between all
municipalities (i.e. type A, B and C).

We will discuss these components in more detail below.

Before we do so, however, it is useful to take cognisance of another strand
of the evolving system which is provided by the three year budgeting cycle in-
troduced with the National Treasury’s Medium Term Expenditure Framework.
Each budget now also includes indicative projections for the following two years.
While these “outer year” projections do not have the status of actual alloca-
tions, they have considerable weight and the National Treasury has invested
considerable e¤ort in making them credible. Consequently decentralised lev-
els of government have some level of predictability in their revenue ‡ows from
national government. In the case of local government, this has been less the
case, mainly because the institutional framework itself has been constantly in
‡ux, with new municipalities being created and powers and functions being
shifted around. The …nancial implications of many of these changes have not
been costed beforehand. The next dramatic shift of this nature will occur in
the near future, when the power to reticulate electricity will be taken from the
municipalities and vested in special entities tasked with that responsibility.

5.4.1 Nationally raised revenues: the vertical split

In essence the vertical split is not decided on by formula. Instead it is arrived
at through the consultative process referred to earlier. Within this process,
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1999/00 2000/01 2001/02 2002/03 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06
R million Outcome Outcome Outcome Revised Medium-term estimates
National Departments 66,385 73,178 87,709 98,853 108,983 117,549 126,323
Provinces 99,465 108,899 121,099 136,919 158,995 175,468 191,590

Equitable share 89,094 98,398 107,460 123,457 142,386 155,313 167,556
Conditional grants 10,370 10,501 13,638 13,462 16,609 20,155 24,033

Local government 4,610 5,536 6,516 8,801 12,001 13,249 14,624
Equitable share 2,163 2,315 2,607 3,964 6,343 7,078 7,698
Conditional grants 2,447 3,221 3,909 4,837 5,658 6,171 6,926

Non-interest allocations 170,460 187,613 215,324 244,573 279,979 306,266 332,536
Percentage shares
National Departments 38.9% 39.0% 40.7% 40.4% 38.9% 38.4% 38.0%
Provinces 58.4% 58.0% 56.2% 56.0% 56.8% 57.3% 57.6%

Equitable share 52.3% 52.4% 49.9% 50.5% 50.9% 50.7% 50.4%
Conditional grants 6.1% 5.6% 6.3% 5.5% 5.9% 6.6% 7.2%

Local government 2.7% 3.0% 3.0% 3.6% 4.3% 4.3% 4.4%
Equitable share 1.3% 1.2% 1.2% 1.6% 2.3% 2.3% 2.3%
Conditional grants 1.4% 1.7% 1.8% 2.0% 2.0% 2.0% 2.1%

Source: National Treasury (2003b, Table 1.1, p.5)

Table 1: Division of Revenue 1999/00 to 2005/06

however, National Treasury plays a highly in‡uential role, not least since it has
a higher level of capacity than most of the other actors involved. Furthermore
since it is ultimately up to Parliament to pass the Division of Revenue Act this
would seem to give preeminence to the national level.
A cursory look at the …gures suggests that there may, indeed, be some room

for concern. As Table 1 shows, the share of provinces in national revenue has
come down over the …rst four …nancial years. This trend is budgeted to change.
Nevertheless the comparison between the actual and the budgeted …gures can
be misleading, since the provinces have in many cases been underspending on
their budgets! This is a large cause for concern, since the provinces have crucial
responsibilities in the delivery of services. It re‡ects on the lack of capacity in
many of the provincial governments. In short, the “trends” evident in the table
may be less a re‡ection of increasing national dominance and more a sign of
provincial capacity problems.
Indeed it is striking how large a portion of the national budget (after dealing

with the national debt) is allocated to provinces. It is this feature which has
led Bahl to suggest that South Africa is …scally far more decentralised than
one would expect given South Africa’s level of development, geographic size,
population size and population homogeneity. According to his calculations one
would estimate an “expected” subnational government expenditure share of
15.7% (Bahl 2001, p.3). Even if the national debt is added in to the budget and
conditional grants are viewed as really central government expenses, the share
of subnational government never falls below 40% of the total.
Although the “equitable share” allocations are unconditional grants, i.e. the

provinces and local authorities can in theory do with them what they want, in
practice there are important constraints. The chief one of these at provincial
level is that the provinces employ much of the bureaucracy, including teachers,
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doctors and nurses. Furthermore social grants are paid out by provinces. Since
salaries of bureaucrats and social welfare bene…ts are determined nationally this
reduces the scope for maneouvre on the provincial budgets. Nevertheless as the
latest Intergovernmental Fiscal Review notes, the provinces have been reason-
ably successful in reducing the share of personnel expenditure in the overall
budgets over the last few years (National Treasury 2003b, p.23).
The provinces therefore now have increasing room for making independent

decisions. In a number of cases they are doing so quite successfully. The Gauteng
province, for instance, has created a development arm which is spending large
amounts of money on infrastructure projects.
Besides the equitable share, provinces also receive conditional grants. In

these cases, however, there is no room for maneouvre. These are earmarked
funds and have to be used for the purpose indicated. Interestingly enough Table
1 indicates that in the case of local government the balance seems to be shifting
towards unconditional grants, while in the case of provincial government, if there
is any trend, it is somewhat in the opposite direction.
Despite the unconditional nature of the equitable share allocation, national

government tries to encourage spending in particular ways. In the case of the
local government equitable share, for instance, part of the grant is designated
as a Free Basic Services Grant. While government cannot force municipalities
to spend this grant on supplying free basic services to poor people it is trying
to use moral suasion to achieve this objective.

5.4.2 The provincial equitable share formula

The allocations to di¤erent provinces within the overall provincial share are
made in terms of a formula. The formula has the following components, as
described in the Budget Review 2003 (National Treasury 2003a, p.259):

² An education share (41%) based on the size of the school-age population
(ages 6-17) and the average number of learners enrolled in ordinary public
schools

² A health share (19%) based on the proportion of the population with and
without access to medical aid

² A social security component (18%) based on the estimated number of
people entitled to social security grants – the elderly, disabled and children
– weighted by a poverty index

² A basic share (7%) derived from each province’s share of the total popu-
lation of the country

² A backlog component (3%) based on the distribution of capital needs as
captured in the schools register of needs, the audit of hospital facilities
and the distribution of the rural population

² An economic output component (7%) based on the distribution of total
remuneration in the country
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² An institutional component (5%) divided equally among the provinces.

Of course since these components are all part of the equitable share, these
allocations are purely indicative. As the Budget Review notes

Although the formula has components for education, health and
welfare, the share “allocations” are intended as broad indications of
relative need and not earmarked allocations. Provincial Executive
Committees have discretion regarding the provincial allocations for
each function. (National Treasury 2003a, p.259)

An important point to note is that the formula is broadly redistributive.
Poorer provinces and provinces with poorer infrastructure will tend to get higher
allocations.

5.4.3 The local government equitable share formula

A strong redistributive element is also built into the local government equitable
share formula. The formula was announced in 1998 (National Treasury 1998)
and has evolved since then. In the 2003 budget the allocations were made in
terms of the following components:

² A Services grant (S-grant)
This grant is the largest component, making up about 62.8% of the over-
all equitable share. It is allocated to municipalities proportional to the
number of poor households. It is intended to meet the operating costs of
the municipality when providing a package of basic services to low income
households.

² An Institutional capacity grant (I-grant)
This grant comprises 7.5% of the equitable share and is intended to assist
poor municipalities to fund their own administrative infrastructure. The
level of funding depends on the size of the municipality (larger munici-
palities get more support, but at a rapidly decreasing rate) and average
levels of income. Most of the established municipalities get no income
through this component, since their income levels are su¢cient to support
the administrative overheads.

² A Free Basic Services (Water, Sanitation and Refuse) grant
This makes up 13.7% of the equitable share. It is similar to the S grant
in that it has a poverty targetting component, but it also takes into con-
sideration whether the poor actually received services.

² A Free Basic Electricity grant
This is similar to the previous component. It makes up 5% of the overall
equitable share.
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² Nodal allocations
These are allocations targetted to 21 particular “development nodes” an-
nounced by the President in 2001. National line departments were also
asked to prioritise funding to these areas. Essentially these areas get
additional equitable share funding in order to enable them to spend on
non-infrastructure developmental programmes. In theory the nodes were
identi…ed as places of particular poverty, but the case for this is not con-
vincingly established. The size of this programme amounts to 3.6% of the
overall equitable share.

² R293 allocation
These are allocations (to be phased out by the next …nancial year) which
compensated municipalities for taking over sta¤ and infrastructure from
the provinces in areas where the provinces had been providing municipal
functions directly. These were essentially “Native Trust” or homeland
areas which had some urban infrastructure but without municipalities.
The name of the programme refers to the regulation number under which
they were created. The total size of this programme was 6.3% of the
equitable share in 2003/04.

² A guaranteed amount
To create stability and some predictability in the system, municipalities
are guaranteed 70% of their previous year’s allocation. If the formula
driven allocations in terms of the other “windows” (listed above) do not
come up to 70%, then a “top-up” allocation is provided. In the 2003/04
…nancial year 1.2% of the equitable share was devoted to this sort of
smoothing.

As with the provinces, these allocations are all purely indicative. Munici-
palities can in practice spend their equitable share more or less how they wish
(short of embezzling the funds).
One thing which should be stressed is that the formula has changed in more

or less every year since it was …rst introduced in 1998. The reason for this is
twofold: …rstly, the local government system itself has changed constantly. In
the most recent round of allocations, for instance, a “correction” needed to be
made to the S grant for changes in the powers and functions of B and C munic-
ipalities that had just been announced. Secondly, a number of allocations that
had historically been channelled through national or provincial line departments
were progressively incorporated into the overall equitable share envelope. This
was more or less how the “R293” component was initially created. One set of
important transfers still scheduled for inclusion is a set of subsidies associated
with water schemes currently operated by the National Department of Water
A¤airs.
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5.4.4 Autonomous sources of funds: RSC levies

The RSC levies are an important source of …nance, particularly for district
councils. They comprise two taxes: a ‡at rate tax on payroll and a ‡at rate tax
on turnover. A comprehensive assessment of how these taxes operate is given by
Bahl and Solomon (2000). They point to the fact that on many dimensions these
taxes are not good taxes. For instance, the turnover levy is disproportionately
collected in the metropolitan areas. They suggest that

The six metros in South Africa collect 57 percent of all turnover
tax revenues. However, their residents are only burdened with 48
percent of this tax and 9 percent is exported to consumers elsewhere
in South Africa (Bahl and Solomon 2000, p.23)

Furthermore they note that compliance is quite low. Companies self-assess
their liabilities and the municipalities are not entitled to audit them. Conse-
quently

In many ways, the RSC levy more closely resembles a donation than
it does a tax. (Bahl and Solomon 2000, p.8)

It is the low level of the tax currently as well as the quasi-voluntary payment
which in the opinion of Bahl and Solomon has ensured that there is no stronger
public opposition to this type of tax. Given these problems it is, perhaps,
surprising that total revenue from the RSC levies is as high as it is (R4.4 billion
in 2002/03).

5.4.5 Property taxes

The major source of income for local government in the urban areas is from
property rates - R12.5 billion in 2002/03 (National Treasury 2003b, p.35). At
present there is not yet a uniform system of valuing or rating property. Di¤erent
provinces historically had di¤erent rules. In some cases only the land was valued
and rated, in other cases land and improvements. Agricultural land was not
valued. Tribal land, since it is held in communal tenure provides additional
problems.

5.4.6 User charges

A number of “White” municipalities traditionally made signi…cant pro…ts from
their trading accounts, in particular from the reticulation of electricity. At
present the government is proposing to take away the function of electricity
reticulation from municipalities and to vest it in regional electricity distribution
utilities. This will have a large and negative impact on local …nances. One
mooted solution to this is to give municipalities “rights” to some portion of the
pro…ts emanating from these utilities.
While some aspects of local authority operation may have been pro…table,

there were a number of others that were making large losses. One problem that
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many municipalities have inherited from the con‡ictual period of the 1980s is a
low propensity on the part of many urban residents to pay their accounts:

The most recent reports suggest that municipalities have accumu-
lated R24,3 billion in outstanding debtor balances or unpaid con-
sumer bills. This accumulation over the recent past represents ap-
proximately 10 per cent of the total operating budgets for the last
…ve years. Annually, municipal accumulated debtor balances rises
by about R1,8 billion, representing 3 per cent of the total annual
expenditure of municipalities. (National Treasury 2003b, pp.43–44)

5.5 Bureaucratic Reforms

As the local government system was reshaped di¤erent bureaucracies had to be
melded together in the new municipalities, parts of existing bureaucracies had
to be hived o¤ to new locations and whole new bureaucracies created in places
where there had never been proper local authorities.
Parallel to these changes, a number of municipalities embarked on corpo-

ratisation exercises. The city of Johannesburg, for instance, created separate
service providers to deal with functions such as refuse collection and electriticy
and water reticulation. In a number of vigorously contested cases, municipalities
engaged private service providers to run water schemes and the like.
The latter reforms all emanated from the continuing problem of revenue

collection. It is hoped that some of these bureaucratic reforms might improve
customer care (and hence satisfaction and willingness to pay), accurate and
timely billings, overhaul the internal systems and provide more appropriate
levels of service.

5.6 Monitoring

In order for the system to work, there have to be appropriate monitoring and
early-warning systems in place. In the case of the …nancial system, the National
Treasury is piloting through legislation to ensure that there are appropriate
…nancial controls in each tier of government.
The need for such systems was brought home early in the development of

the current intergovernmental system, when there were a number of crises. The
most acute one was in the Eastern Cape government which in one month was
unable to pay pensioners, due to overspending in other provincial departments.
It was technically bankrupt. It had assumed that national government would
simply step in and cover all the liabilities. National government did not do so,
hence the crisis.
As a result measures were introduced to ensure that properly quali…ed …nan-

cial managers were employed in all departments spending signi…cant amounts
of money. The Public Finance Management Act of 1999 clari…ed the role of
accounting o¢cers and established sanctions, including civil liability by such
o¢cers (National Treasury 1999, p.3.15). Similar legislation is currently being
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tabled for municipal …nancial management. Additional reforms are required in
this case to ensure that municipal accounts and budgets work in standardised
ways.
Another important monitoring mechanism in the current system is the o¢ce

of the Auditor General. All public bodies are audited by this o¢ce. Regrettably
there is cause for concern about the state of local government …nancial controls.
As of 30 September 2002, 5% of all municipalities had failed to produce accounts
for the 2000/01 …nancial year and 77% had failed to produce 2001/02 …nancial
statements (National Treasury 2003b, p.46). Furthermore in a high proportion
of cases where audits were performed, the Auditor General only gave a qual-
i…ed opinion. Among the reasons for the Auditor General’s reservations, was
inadequate debtor control and inadequate provision for writing o¤ bad debts.
A di¤erent sort of monitoring of the system is performed by the Finan-

cial and Fiscal Commission (FFC). This is a statutory body whose task it is
to make proposals about the functioning of the intergovernmental system. As
such it does research into what would be appropriate changes to the existing
formulae. It also makes recommendations about a variety of issues such as
municipal borrowing powers, changes to the electricity distribution system and
so on. Furthermore the round of budget allocations begins with a set of rec-
ommendations from the FFC about how the cake should be split. National
Treasury and the Department of Provincial and Local Government are required
to respond formally to all these proposals. Because the FFC is not directly in-
volved in the allocations process (unlike the Commonwealth Grants Commission
in Australia, for instance), it does not have the direct clout to make its views
count. It therefore plays much more the role of a think-tank, raising issues and
preparing the ground for initiatives that national government departments then
may eventually take up.

5.7 The political system

Thus far we have looked at how the system of decentralisation works at the
formal level: the legal framework, …nancial system, bureaucratic system and
monitoring mechanisms. The operation of the system in practice is, however,
crucially in‡uenced by the dominant position of the African National Congress
(ANC) within most parts of the country.
The national legislature and the provincial legislatures are all elected by a

proportional representation system. This ensures that representatives within
those bodies are elected through the party list and not directly elected. Propor-
tional representation ensures that minority interests are represented in all these
bodies, but it also gives enormous power to the people in control of the party
list.
In fact this power has been exercised quite frequently. Virtually every provin-

cial premier (the equivalent of a state governor in the U.S.) in ANC controlled
provinces has been replaced through central intervention since 1994. In some of
these cases the intervention was designed to settle feuds between factions within
the province; and in other cases to deal with the perception of inadequate gov-
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ernance or local corruption. In yet other instances it was supposed that the
central power brokers were worried about the emergence of a charismatic re-
gional leader.
At present it is well understood within the ANC that provincial premiers

and mayors all fall under central discipline. The central party can “deploy” or
“redeploy” people to these positions.
Nevertheless the ANC itself is a quasi-federal body. Regional and local

congresses have the power to elect their own political leaders. This can lead to
tensions, when the regional ANC has one political leader while the provincial
premier happens to be a di¤erent individual. This means that attempts to
centrally control the make-up of the provincial and local executives is always
subject to some negotiations with the local political structures.
In the case of municipalities there is a further constraint in that at least

a portion of the councillors are directly elected through a ward system. Such
councillors cannot be simply redeployed elsewhere.
While the operation of this system ensures that central political control can

be tightly exercised over the ANC controlled provinces and councils, this is not
the case when other parties are in government. In this regard there were always
two “problematic” provinces: the Western Cape was under the control of the
opposition Democratic Alliance, while in KwaZulu Natal there was a coalition
government between the Inkatha Freedom Party and the ANC.
This has recently changed. A break-up in the Democratic Alliance led to the

defection of the National Party component which entered into alliance with the
ANC! This in turn led to the introduction of special legislation which allowed
“‡oor crossing” for a limited period. Members of all legislatures could join
another party without losing their seat as a result. The end result of this
process saw the ANC take control of the Western Cape province and of the
Cape Town metropolitan council. It also led to the signi…cant weakening of the
position of the Inkatha Freedom Party within the KwaZulu Natal legislature.
The suspicion is that many of these defections were prompted by the promise of
better career prospects. Given the ANC’s controlling position at many levels,
it is better able to o¤er rewards to politicians within its fold.
What e¤ect this extension of ANC dominance will have on the medium term

development of South Africa’s system of decentralisation remains to be seen. Of
course some of this may be undone at the next election.

6 Assessment: how is the system functioning?

Careful econometric work to pick out how the system is performing still has
to be done. In this section more preliminary and impressionistic views will be
presented.
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6.1 Patronage

In the “old” system of decentralisation, transfers from the national government
to local areas was completely driven by the preferences of the centre. The state
concentrated resources either where it wanted to bolster a client or where it
wanted to di¤use opposition. The move to formula driven allocations was an
enormous step forward in breaking some of those patronage networks.
The democratic state inherited a set of intergovernmental …scal ‡ows which

were not correlated closely with what might be deemed to be appropriate in
terms of a formula. The city of Cape Town, for instance, had received allocations
of the order of R100 million in the year prior to the introduction of the formula.
Such councils found their transfers cut quite severely in this period. In order
to cushion the impact, two compromises were introduced: the full introduction
of the formula was phased in over several years and the minimum guaranteed
allocation was brought in. Some particular parts of the transfer system (such as
the direct support given to R293 areas) were extended and only brought within
the equitable share envelope later.
There are some new forms of patronage. The nodal allocations are essentially

idiosyncratic. At present they make up a relatively small part of the transfer
system, but there may be pressure to extend it.

6.2 Poverty targetting

One of the biggest changes that has occurred is that poor areas are explicitly
targetted through the formula. Poor rural areas, in particular, have been the
major bene…ciaries of the change in the system. In the past they received
no intergovernmental transfers (except for the limited stipends paid to chiefs)
since there was no local government in these areas to speak of. Now they receive
substantial funds.
One interesting problem that emerged early on in the develoment of the sys-

tem was whether the state had adequate information to permit proper poverty
targetting. In fact the state’s information base was very weak. The statistical
system prior to 1994 was very di¤erentiated: reasonable censuses were run in
“White” South Africa and very little information was available on the rest. The
“TBVC” states were, in fact, missing from the o¢cial statistics.
In the process of overhauling the statistical system the 1996 national cen-

sus was a key event. Additional socio-economic information became available
through a set of national household surveys, the “October Household Surveys”
and the 1995 “Income and Expenditure Survey”. The question was whether
this information could be used to say anything sensible about the distribution
of poverty.
The solution adopted was to use an imputation method (for details see

Alderman et al. 2000). The Income and Expenditure survey was used to cal-
ibrate the relationship between expenditure on the one hand and the demo-
graphic and infrastructure variables which would be available in the census on
the other. These relationships were then imputed for all areas using the census
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variables as a base . This innovative methodology was clearly a major improve-
ment on all of the other options that were available at the time (a more recent
version of the method is described in Elbers, Lanjouw and Lanjouw 2003).
Obviously the output of this method is only as good as the inputs, how-

ever. There is some reason to believe that the Income and Expenditure Survey
overstated poverty in the Free State province and understated poverty in the
Limpopo Province. Since the imputation was done province by province, this
feature has carried through to the poverty estimates used in the equitable share
formulae (Wittenberg 2002). Preliminary work on the 2000 Income and Expen-
diture survey suggests that the provincial distribution of poverty will change
markedly. As soon as the new estimates become available, this will have a large
impact on the distribution of government funds. If one is of the view that this
change is e¤ectively unanticipated by the municipalities, then one may be able
to use this change to test for the impact of the government transfer system.

6.3 Slimming down the state?

One of the key promises of the new government system was a rationalisation of
the many bureaucracies that had been created under apartheid. Indeed with the
creation of the new provinces some rationalisation occurred. This rationalisation
did not always occur in the most appropriate places (e.g. freezing of some health
posts). Nevertheless personnel expenditure (as percentage of total expenditure)
climbed in the period 1997/98 to 1999/00 as a result of some new hires and wage
increases (National Treasury 1999, p.21). Since then personnel expenditure has
come down sharply (National Treasury 2003b, p.23), although total employment
in the public service is scheduled to rise to meet greater service delivery targets
(National Treasury 2003b, p.183).
The amalgamation of municipalities also led to some degree of rationalisa-

tion. Nevertheless personnel expenditure as a proportion of total expenditure
has ballooned (National Treasury 2003b, p.198). In part the amalgamation of
bureaucracies has frequently led to a ratcheting up of wages and conditions of
service to the most favourable level.
At the same time, the consolidation of district municipalities has led to the

creation of new bureaucracies. The global e¤ect of this is as yet quite small.
Indeed the six metropolitan councils employ the bulk of all local government
employees. Nevertheless as noted above, there is some concern whether the
district council layer will contribute to e¢cient service delivery or be an obstacle
towards it.
In summary, there is as yet little evidence whether South Africa’s decen-

tralised system is leading to more e¢cient government. To some extent it is too
early to tell, since the system has been in constant ‡ux and has not yet been
allowed to settle down. Furthermore there would have been inevitable transition
and learning costs associated with creating a new system out of the fragmented
past. The evidence from the provincial budgets is encouraging in that regard,
suggesting that the system may be consolidating properly.
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6.4 Corruption and misadministration

South Africa’s subnational levels of government have been frequently rocked by
allegations of corruption and misadministration. Many of the more spectacular
examples have been concentrated in the Mpumalanga provincial administra-
tion. In a famous scandal the province handed over most of its public parks
to a private company, the Dolphin Group, without a process of public ten-
der. Furthermore the company was given almost a blank cheque to deal with
these parks (WM&G 10 Jan 1997b). After an outcry by conservationists the
deal was cancelled. It turned out subsequently that the chief executive of the
Mpumalanga Parks Board, Alan Gray, had extensive business interests in the
area (WM&G 14 March 1997a). The suspicion was that some of his companies
might have bene…ted from the deal. After he was suspended from his position
due to an investigation into corruption, he revealed that he was at the centre of
a set of secret companies set up to bene…t the ANC’s election co¤ers (WM&G 23
Oct 1998). Apparently he siphoned o¤ R2.3 million from the Mpumalanga Parks
Board for himself and for transfer to political parties. In the subsequent fall-
out, the premier of the province, Matthews Phosa, was implicated in corruption
(WM&G 26 May 2000a). Phosa was later removed from o¢ce. The allegations
against him were not proven. There was also some suspicion that he was seen
as a potential threat to people higher up in the ANC. It was not clear whether
the accusations against him might have been trumped up.
A considerable level of corruption was, of course, to be expected given that

many of the provinces took over homeland administrations. Furthermore they
were handling large programmes, such as the pension payments, which by their
nature would attract fraudsters. Indeed there have been several scandals involv-
ing “ghost” pensioners and “ghost” civil servants who were drawing signi…cant
bene…ts. The attempt to clean up the administrative infrastructure has in some
cases created problems of its own. In the case of the Eastern Cape, for instance,
about 20 000 legitimate pensioners were taken o¤ the pension list when the
government tried to tighten up on fraud. Consequently a hearing was organised
by the Eastern Cape legislature into the welfare system, which ended up with
damning conclusions:

The report found welfare clerks to be “often drunk”; “do not inves-
tigate the queries and problems but just send people from pillar to
post”; “poorly informed about policies and often appear to make
up their own rules, especially about child care grants”; and “do not
assist if they have paid money to the wrong person and make no at-
tempt to help the correct bene…ciaries to obatin their money”, even
though it was the o¢cial’s fault. (WM&G 9 June 2000b)

Of course it is not clear whether a nationally organised bureaucracy would
always perform better in these areas.
A di¤erent type of corruption can be seen in some areas where there have

been blatantly political appointments to bureaucratic positions. According to
a report in the Natal Witness
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In August [2001], a letter was sent from IFP head o¢ce to the mayors
of all IFP-controlled town councils, ordering them not to appoint
any senior sta¤ without party approval. This letter makes it clear
that only IFP-approved candidates may be appointed to senior local
government positions. (NW 7 Dec 2001)

One of the people employed in this way was an individual, Musa Xulu, who
had been …red from a position in National Government due to corruption. The
report documents a number of cases where people were appointed who did not
have the required quali…cations. In many cases they were receiving packages in
excess of the recommended levels.

6.5 Alignment with local needs

One of the arguments adduced in favour of decentralisation is that it should
lead to a closer congruence between local needs and local service delivery. One
would therefore expect to see at least some variety in the services o¤ered in
di¤erent parts of the country.
Di¤erences in policies have been noticeable in some areas. For instance,

the Western Cape (while under opposition control) and KwaZulu Natal had
di¤erent policies towards the treatment of AIDS to those operating in the ANC
controlled areas. Even though health care is also a provincial competence, it is
striking that few of the ANC controlled provincial health departments dared to
steer a di¤erent path to the public policy announced by the national Minister of
Health. The sole exception to this was the Gauteng province, where the premier,
Mbazima Shilowa, announced that anti-retrovirals would be made available in
all public hospital for the purpose of preventing mother to child transmission
(WM&G 18 Feb 2002). This announcement led to a furious public exchange
at the end of which it was announced that Gauteng was not, in fact, breaking
ranks with national policy. The programme would just be an extension of the
current “testing” regime. It did not change the fact that the drug Nevirapine
would be available in all hospitals!
In short there is some evidence that local concerns can be more e¤ectively

addressed in the current decentralised system. Nevertheless considerable cen-
tral in‡uence, exercised if necessary through party structures, is very much in
evidence.

6.6 Un…nished business

There are certain aspects of the democratic transformation process that still
have some way to run. One of the thorniest questions is the position of the
chiefs (amakhosi) and of communal land. In particular in KwaZulu Natal this
issue still has the potential to disrupt the operations of local government. In fact
the amakhosi have embarked on a limited campaign of refusing to cooperate with
local government structures (NW 20 Feb 2002a). This could derail some of the
development projects which require local consultation processes. In essence the
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amakhosi are demanding a guaranteed role within local government, something
like an ex-o¢cio “upper chamber” which would need to be formally consulted.
In a di¤erent way, the success of the decentralisation programme depends

on adequate transparency. In fact the current intergovernmental system is not
all that transparent and the equitable share formula is not very transparent at
all. Many of the ingredients into the formula (like the poverty counts) are only
ill understood by those most closely a¤ected by it. Indeed there are not many
people even within the bureaucracies administering these grants that properly
understand how the formulae work. In essence the integrity of the system de-
pends on a very thin layer of overstretched people in the national bureaucracies.
Given the constraints under which they are working, they have done a really
good job thus far. For the long run development of the system, however, a
proper understanding of how the system works must di¤use downwards - not
only to the provinces and municipalities, but also to the interested ratepayer
and residents associations.
Indeed one of the key ingredients which is currently missing from the sys-

tem, is a lively and functioning civic movement that can hold local o¢cials to
account. South Africa had a lively civic movement during the struggle against
apartheid. Unfortunately the leadership of this movement was absorbed either
into government or went elsewhere. The assumption seems to have been that
with the achievement of democracy many of the local issues would automati-
cally be addressed. Unfortunately a vigilant community is as necessary to keep
a democratic state under control as it was to unseat an undemocratic one.

7 Conclusion

This paper has given a broad sweep overview of decentralisation as it was under
apartheid as well as how that system has been transformed. Many of the issues
confronting the system today have their roots in that past: the capacity prob-
lems at the provincial level; the awkward position of the districts - linked to
the lower level municipalities but also in some tension with them; the revenue
raising problems of local authorities; among others. Indeed we argued earlier
that a given set of institutional arrangements and boundaries create interests
that then have e¤ects on the ability of the system to move to a di¤erent set of
arrangements.
The challenge facing South Africa is how to ensure that the reforms that

have been introduced thus far create interests that will ensure that these reforms
are carried through to the end. We have noted that there are many positive
signs. The social service bene…ts are certainly more widely distributed than
ever before. The equitable share formula, despite possible misgivings about the
accuracy of the data, is certainly reaching many more poor areas than would
have been the case under other dispensations. A system of legal and …nancial
checks and balances is being created.
Nevertheless there is also some evidence of a centralising drift. Some of this

is driven by technocratic and e¢ciency concerns. Some of it, however, seems
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motivated by a distrust of policy experiments emanating from sources outside
the centre.
There are undoubtedly cases where central intervention was required in order

to stop large-scale abuses. However, if the bene…ts of decentralisation are to be
achieved, then it is essential that a dynamic is created where local interests
can play some of that “policing” function. Currently national government is
embarking on a process of reviewing the equitable share formulae. Making these
formulae more simple and transparent, and providing more e¤ective information
to local communities may be one important step in that direction.
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