
Political accountability and succession debate
What will win the race?
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While the media and political structures engage in fervent speculation around the ANC’s

future leaders, Nomalanga Mkhize questions our priorities in the face of poor

accountability. 

T
he African National Congress(ANC) succession race is thenews story of the year. Themedia have reported extensivelyon political personalities offeringthemselves as candidates to leadthe ANC, and possibly South Africato 2010 and beyond. However, therace, much as it affects our future,should be secondary to a moreimportant debate on the strengthof our democratic institutions andthe progress government is makingin realising basic human andsocioeconomic rights.Thirteen years have passed sinceSouth Africans put democracy intoaction. At the time the mostpressing concerns for the countrywere building national unity,adopting the Constitution anddevising socioeconomic policies,which would reverse povertyentrenched over two centuries ofwhite supremacist rule. Theseconcerns were related to eachother. The new South Africa couldnot stand on one, but on all three.In 1999, when President NelsonMandela handed over to the nextgeneration of ANC leaders, led byPresident Mbeki, there were strongexpectations amongst SouthAfricans of all backgrounds, thatthis government would get downto business and implement policies

to realise ‘a better life for all’. Eight years on, government hasdelivered many services to citizens.However, there have also beenproblems in critical areas of ourpolitical system. The emergence ofthe term ‘service delivery’ reflectsthis. The way it is used depictscitizens as passive, end-receivers ofgovernment action. What ought tohappen is ongoing interactionbetween government and variousgroups or civic actors, guided bythe Constitution. While interests may compete, itis ultimately the spirit of ourConstitution and the needs of ourdemocracy which shoulddetermine the healthiest path forgovernment. The strength of anydemocracy lies in the ability of itsinstitutions to withstand thefactionalism of party politics. Whatought to concern us is how toclose the wide gap between ourconstitutional ideals, and the actualpolitical system. We mustinterrogate the extent to whichour state institutions are subject topolitical patronage as opposed toserving the people. One way to assess the strengthof our democracy is to look at howpolitical accountabilitymechanisms fare. Recently, thePublic Service Accountability

Monitor (PSAM) at RhodesUniversity in Grahamstown,commented that Eastern Capegovernment departments do nottake the Auditor-General (A-G)seriously enough to follow itsrecommendations for improvingfinancial management. This despitethe A-G being a constitutional bodywhich audits the books ofgovernment departments to see ifthey are complying with the PublicFinance Management Act andattendant regulations whichgovern the use of public resources.Departments’ disdain for the A-Gmeans that their financial recordsare poor and few people are heldto account for this. The PSAMhighlighted accountabilityproblems in the Eastern CapeDepartment of Education notingthat it had received ten auditdisclaimers from the A-G. Thismeans that for ten years it couldnot produce enough basicevidence in the form of receipts,vouchers and invoices to provehow money was spent. Whilegovernment certainly has massivechallenges, it is an indictment onofficials and politicians that basicfinancial record-keeping is not inplace.This poor accounting reflects awider malaise within government
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administration. Few officials areheld accountable for irresponsiblemanagement and work-relatedmisconduct. This means that the A-G’s role in guarding andstrengthening democracy on behalfof citizens is undermined becauseits recommendations fall on deafears. This disregard for accountabilityinstitutions has a direct effect oncitizens who hold rights to accesspublic services and resources. Anexample is the failure of the SchoolNutrition Programme in theEastern Cape. The department hasfailed to ensure that learners intargeted schools receive dailymeals, despite the allocation ofhundreds of millions of rands tothis project since its conception in1994. The core problems associatedwith the collapse of this vitalprogramme have been corruption,mismanagement andmaladministration. In its 13 years,little corrective action hashappened to bring those whosquandered millions of randsmeant for children, to book. In June2006, when the programmecollapsed, former Eastern Capehealth MEC, Trudy Thomas, stated,“There was also undue interest bypoliticians and civic leaders whocalled endless meetings – verypuzzling until their links with thebusiness side of the feedingscheme began to emerge. Now thestate is formally dignifying thehijacking of the R234 million-a-yearnutrition programme for thebenefit of business andcommunities.”The failed programme exposedthe inverted priorities of playersinvolved. Thomas commented thatadults involved in the scheme, “…asserted a primary claim on the

nutrition millions to boost theirinterests and relegated feeding ofthe children to secondary or evenoptional status. They haverepeatedly demonstrated theirwillingness to let children gohungry while they fight their self-interest battles.”The inability of government,including parliament and theprovincial legislature, to hold thoseinvolved accountable is a dismalfailure of democracy.What then is the significance ofthe succession race? The questionis who does the succession battlebenefit? Whose interests are beingcontested? Thus far, few candidateshave offered a word on the state ofour democracy. The focus is on theANC itself – the type of leadershipstyle preferred by members, theparty’s historical roots and theneed to overcome factionalism. Butlittle is argued on behalf of ‘thepeople’ and the future of ourdemocracy. The irony is that themasses expected to focus onsuccession issues are the verypeople who suffer most whenelected officials act with impunity. An example of the disregard forthe well-being of vulnerablecitizens and lack of accountability,was health minister, MantoTshabalala-Msimang’s, denial thattoo many babies were dying at theFrere Hospital in East London dueto poor care in its maternity wing.The president and minister weremore concerned with managingpublic perceptions of governmentfailure, than with using thesituation to address structuraldeficiencies in the Eastern Capehealth system. The province’s health systemsuffers from a massive shortage ofstaff. There are not enoughhospitals and clinics and there is a

shortage of equipment. Supply-chain systems to deliver medicalsupplies to correct destinations arealso weak. The minister chose toignore that over 200 babies haddied in the hospital in 2005 and2006, and instead fiddled withstatistics and definitions to provethat Frere’s situation was notunusual. Children’s constitutionalrights to life, dignity, security andhealthcare were not aconsideration. The fervent speculation on thenext ANC president has also led topolitical fatalism. Some peoplecomment that they feel likepowerless bystanders in a race thatwill determine their futurepresident. However, the feelings ofmarginalisation are a self-fulfillingprophecy. Seeking ‘heroes’ or‘saviours’ from the ANC assumes adisempowered position. In publicdebate, we must shift away fromthe ANC’s internal needs, to theneeds of our country at large. The real work lies in individualcitizens and civil society usingexisting democratic mechanisms tofurther transform the society. Moreimportant than the run up toLimpopo, is how ordinary SouthAfricans are going to act to furtherour democracy. This means wemust know our laws, rights andinstitutions and be willing toinvoke them when confrontedwith state failures. Who heads theANC is important, but moreimportant is whether we exerciseour civic duty to hold that personto account.

Nomalanga Mkhize is aresearcher at the Public ServiceAccountability Monitor. She writesin her personal capacity.

LB


