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WHY IS CIVIC EDUCATION IMPORTANT?

Why is Civic Education important?

Successful democracies depend on the active participation of informed citizens. Civic education 
aims to inform and empower citizens to fulfil this role. Civic education provides us with knowledge, 
for example knowledge about our rights and responsibilities as people and on the roles and functions 
of government institutions and parliament. This knowledge empowers us to claim our democratic 
rights, as well as demand good, democratic governance from our elected leaders. That means that 
civic education shows us what we can do to protect and support our democracy. We need to learn 
about our rights, to be able to claim them for our benefit as well as defend and use them responsibly. 

A lot of this knowledge is laid out in our country’s Constitution. And in South Africa, we are fortunate 
to have a Constitution and a set of laws, as well as a political system, that give a lot of power to the 
people to participate. The state has to promote the Bill of Rights in order to create awareness of 
these rights. The Department of Justice and the Human Rights Commission are some of the state 
institutions which have to promote this type of education.

The overall objective of civic education is to promote active and responsible citizenship. But active 
citizenship is not only about having rights. It is also about living up to our democratic responsibilities. 
For a democracy to function it is the responsibility of people to monitor the performance of our 
government and to hold political leaders accountable to fulfil their promises and to serve the people. 
If we see that things are going wrong, we can mobilize others in our community to raise awareness, 
change policies or ensure that proper implementation of policies and the law occurs as it should. 

While the state is responsible for providing basic services, it is up to the people not to violate the 
rights of others. For example: An essential political right in a democracy is the right to vote. You are 
not obligated to vote and you are entitled not to vote. Should you decide not to vote, that does not 
mean that you lose any other rights. However, it means that you are reducing the total number in 

https://civicsacademy.co.za/why-is-civic-education-important/

https://civicsacademy.co.za/why-is-civic-education-important/
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Why is Civic Education important?

the voting population. If only a small proportion of voters vote in an election, this reduces the quality 
of its democracy. A high turnout of voters in elections is better for democracy because it means our 
elected leaders have more of an incentive to be responsive and accountable to ordinary people. 

Civic education is about knowledge. Knowledge of what democracy means, in line with our 
Constitution. This knowledge is power. The more knowledge you gain, the more power you have 
to claim your constitutionally guaranteed rights to improve your life situation – and if many other 
people do the same, active citizens have the power to change practice or influence political decisions 
to the benefit of all people of South Africa. 

Questions for reflection 

1.	 What is the current state of civic education in South Africa?  

2.	 What does civic education teach you? 

3.	 ‘Civic education empowers you to change the world around you for the better!’ How could you 
use civic education to change your community for the better? 
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Democracy

DEMOCRACY

The word democracy comes from ancient Greek, with ‘demos’ meaning ‘the people’ and ‘kratos’ 
meaning ‘to rule’. So its literal meaning is rule by the people. In simple terms, democracy means that 
the people are entitled to influence important decisions that affect their lives. Instead of having one 
person making all the decisions in a country, democracy brings together the views and interests of 
all people so that the future of the country can be decided based on all these views. It is a system 
of government by all the citizens of a country, typically exercised through elected representatives.

South Africa is one of the youngest democracies in the world. Only in 1994, after much struggle 
and sacrifice, were all citizens granted the right to freely and fairly vote for their representative 
government, under a democratic Constitution.

The concept of democracy is broad and diverse. Every country has a unique democratic system, and 
countries will therefore be ‘differently democratic’. Democracy has many features, for example:  

•	 Respect for basic human rights
•	 A multi-party political system paired with political tolerance
•	 A democratic voting system
•	 Respect for the rule of law
•	 Democratic governance
•	 Citizen participation

https://civicsacademy.co.za/what-are-the-key-features-of-a-democracy/

https://civicsacademy.co.za/what-are-the-key-features-of-a-democracy/
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Questions for reflection 

1.	 Can we still call it a democracy, if only 37% of eligible voters vote?  

2.	 Beyond voting, how can citizens shape their democracy?  

3.	 When was the last time you commented on the draft of municipal legislation or by-laws, went 
to a meeting on the Integrated Development Plan or contacted your local councillor on matters 
that affect your community? 

Democracy
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Democracy

WHAT IS A CONSTITUTION? 

A constitution is a like a house, a house provides
•	 shelter from the elements
•	 protection from dangers
•	 a place to be yourself, to grow and develop
•	 a space for family and friends to interact
•	 room for you to do what you want without interference.

A constitution is very much like a house
•	 it shelters you from social discrimination and harm
•	 it protects you from oppression and tyranny
•	 it respects your rights of privacy, conscience, belief and choice
•	 it upholds your rights to join with other people, to express yourself, to make free political    choices  
•	 it limits the power of the government, the police, the army, or other people, to interfere with you.
 
A good house accommodates a family well. It serves everyone’s interests, from the babies to the 
grandparents; everyone can find their place, and everyone has the freedom to live their lives as fully 
and freely as possible. 

Likewise, a good constitution serves all the people of a country. It is not just for the powerful or the 
rich. It must also accommodate the weak and the poor. And it must help all of them to live in harmony 
with each other.

https://civicsacademy.co.za/why-do-we-have-a-constitution/ 

What is a Constitution

https://civicsacademy.co.za/why-do-we-have-a-constitution/ 
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Your house may be very simple or it may be a palace, but it will have different rooms for different 
purposes cooking, eating, sleeping, washing, relaxing, working. 

Each room or area is designed for its specific purpose, and the house works well when each room 
is allowed to serve that purpose. A constitution also has different sections dealing with founding 
principles, rights and entitlements, the legislature, the government, the courts, public finances, 
security, democratic institutions, and so on. In a happy and harmonious house the residents respect 
the functions of the different rooms people don’t wash in the dining room or sleep in the kitchen. 
Just as each room has its proper function, so does each section of a constitution and these functions 
must be respected. 

The members of the family occupying the house each play their own part in making it function well. 
Some are responsible for its maintenance and upkeep; some contribute to paying the costs; some 
take care of domestic chores like cleaning and washing. Each contribution is vital and if everyone 
carries out their given tasks well, and is careful not to interfere with what other family members are 
doing, the house will be a harmonious one and the family’s relationships will be warm.  

The same applies to a constitution. People and institutions carry out different duties, all of which are 
important, and which all have boundaries. Members of Parliament make laws, but they don’t apply 
the laws the courts do that. MPs cannot instruct government officials what to do ministers and the 
President have that power. But MPs can call the President and ministers to account for how they use 
their power. And if a judge becomes unfit for office the President can ask Parliament to remove him 
or her from office. These interlocking relationships sometimes called ‘the separation of powers’ are 
set out in a country’s constitution.

A house should be strong and stable, not flimsy. It should be carefully planned and built to last well. 
But no one builds a perfect house first time around. And circumstances change: the family grows, 
different needs arise, unforeseen changes occur. When these things happen, it may be necessary to 
make a few changes to the house, to adapt it to meet the new needs.A constitution is also intended 
to be for the long-term. It should be well constructed and written only after wide consultation and 
rigorous debate. It is usually difficult to change it, and this helps it to withstand political and ideological 
pressures. But even the best constitutions may need to be amended to take into account new or 
unforeseen developments. Clear mechanisms must be built into the original constitution to allow this 
to happen in a defined way.   

If a house is going to be a good home for the family, it is important that everyone feels comfortable 
and ‘at home’, even if they are different from the rest of the family. For example, if one of the 
children marries someone of another faith or ethnic group, the new member of the family should 
feel welcome, not rejected. A good home accommodates the whole family, not just those members 
who are popular and liked by everyone. A constitution should protect all the people in a country. 
It is not designed only for people of a specific race or belief or culture. It should accommodate the 
rights even of those whom the majority do not like, or whose lifestyles may seem strange. It should 
also recognise, to an appropriate extent, the rights and the needs of non-citizens: migrants, refugees, 
asylum-seekers. Basic human rights apply to all people, not just to people who happen to be citizens 
of a given country.  

What is a Constitution
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A lot of what happens in a house or a home is about relationships, especially power relationships. If 
the father acts like a king and tries to make everyone else his servants, the house will be an unhappy 
one. The same applies if the children are disrespectful and refuse to adhere to the necessary rules 
and standards of behaviour of the house. But if all family members understand their roles and how 
they should relate to each other, and if they behave accordingly, there will be peace and fulfilment. 
One of the most important purposes of a constitution is to establish good power relationships in a 
country. These can be ‘vertical’ between the state and the people, and ‘horizontal’ between citizens 
themselves. Constitutions place limits on what the state is allowed to do; all the state’s power comes 
from the constitution and no state entity (the police, the army, the government, the city council, the 
courts) may do anything that contravenes the constitution. If the state adheres to this basic principle, 
and the citizens carry out their duties under the constitution as they should, there is a very good 
chance that there will be peace and harmony in the country.

Summary 
Just as a good house provides what we as individuals and families need in order to live secure, fulfilled 
and dignified lives, so a good constitution allows a nation, and everyone in it, to go forward in unity 
and to enjoy freedom and opportunity.

Questions for reflection

1.	 Does the South African Constitution really work as ‘house’ for the nation? Do you think that 
some parts of it are needing renovation? 

2.	 If you could change one part of the Constitution, which would it be? And why?  

3.	 To what extent do the people you encounter in your work actually understand the Constitution? 
Is it real in their lives, or nothing more than a piece of paper?

What is a ConstitutionWhat is a Constitution
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THE CONSTITUTION’S FOUNDATIONAL VALUES

Written constitutions often come into being in the context of a major event in a nation’s history, such 
as a war or the achievement of independence; something which causes, or requires, a fresh start. In 
this sense, the Constitution gives voice to the wishes of a nation’s people as they look ahead. These 
‘foundational values’ provide the basis for the rest of the constitution, the chapters dealing with 
rights and freedoms, the arms of government and the main state institutions, the different tiers of 
government, etc.  

Understanding the context behind a constitution can help us to understand:
•	 Why it emphasises certain values or principles. 
•	 Why some rights may seem to be elevated above others. 
•	 Why different countries stress different aspirations or hopes in their respective constitutions.   

Very often, a country’s key values and concerns can be identified initially in the Preamble, the 
introductory part of a constitution that tries to tell the world why the nation is adopting such a 
document, and what it hopes to achieve thereby. The South African Constitution provides a good 
example of this:

PREAMBLE
We, the people of South Africa, 
Recognise the injustices of our past. 
Honour those who suffered for justice and freedom in our land; 
Respect those who have worked to build and develop our country; and 
Believe that South Africa belongs to all who live in it, united in our diversity. 

https://civicsacademy.co.za/why-do-we-have-a-constitution/ 

The Constitution’s Foundational Values

https://civicsacademy.co.za/why-do-we-have-a-constitution/ 
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The Constitution’s Foundational Values The Constitution’s Foundational Values

We, therefore, through our freely elected representatives, adopt this Constitution as the supreme law 
of the Republic so as to:
•	 Heal the divisions of the past and establish a society based on democratic values, social justice and 

fundamental human rights; 
•	 Lay the foundations for a democratic and open society in which government is based on the will of 

the people and every citizen is equally protected by law; 
•	 Improve the quality of life of all citizens and free the potential of each person; and 
•	 Build a united and democratic South Africa able to take its rightful place as a sovereign state in the 

family of nations. 

May God protect our people. Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika. Morena boloka setjhaba sa heso. 
God seën Suid-Afrika. God bless South Africa. Mudzimu fhatutshedza Afurika. Hosi katekisa Afrika. 

Certain values, like freedom, justice, peace and dignity are common to virtually all constitutions, but 
sometimes a particular value is mentioned which tells us something about the specific country and 
its history.

For example, India refers to ‘secular’ and ‘socialist’. This is indicative of that country’s experience of 
tensions between major religious groupings; by committing to a secular state the drafters attempted 
to prevent any one faith from becoming the ‘official’ religion. The reference to socialism probably 
reflects the realisation of the enormous challenges of poverty, class oppression and social deprivation 
that faced the newly-independent nation in 1949.

Nigeria refers explicitly to ‘inter-African solidarity’ and ‘international co-operation’, probably reflecting 
its position as the leading economy in West Africa, the most populous African country, and its wish 
to be seen as one of the two or three leading nations of the continent. It also stresses ‘consolidating 
the unity of our people’ – a key value given the religious, ethnic and geographic divisions that plague 
Nigeria. 

By referring to ‘the resolve to serve world peace … in united Europe’ Germany acknowledges its 
own immediate history (in 1949) and responsibility after the Second World War towards peace 
and freedom. Later, after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the re-unification of Germany in 1990, the 
constitution celebrates the fact that the German people ‘have achieved the unity and freedom of 
Germany in free self-determination’. 

It is interesting to note that many Preambles begin with ‘We the people…’ 
This signifies another central value of a modern, democratic constitution: it is always and only the 
people of a nation that can truly create a constitution. It is not something that can be imposed from 
outside, or ‘given’ by a departing colonial power. Indeed, the Indian, Nigerian and Kenyan Preambles 
recognise this by ending with the beautiful phrase that ‘[We] give to ourselves this Constitution.’

Immediately following the Preamble, Chapter 1 of the SA Constitution is devoted to ‘Founding 
Provisions’. Here we find further reference to values: human dignity; equality; human rights and 
freedoms; non-racialism and non-sexism; the rule of law; democratic governance. This chapter also 
deals with citizenship, the national anthem and flag, and the official languages. 
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The Rule of Law
All of these are important, but it is worth singling out the rule of law for special mention. This value 
means that the laws apply equally to everyone, and that everyone is equal before the law, from the 
weakest to the most powerful. All decisions and actions by government must be based on the law, 
and laws themselves must be made, or changed, in terms of a clear and consistent process. The 
rule of law is the opposite of arbitrary, unfair or discriminatory rule, and it is a cornerstone of any 
democracy. Respect for the rule of law is a precondition for democracy.

It is tempting to dismiss these foundational parts of a constitution as little more than sentimental 
and high-sounding phrases that simply make a few people feel proud for a while. This is especially 
so when the promises, visions, and commitments that they contain are not lived out in reality. But 
the foundational values remind us why we have a constitution in the first place – to regulate how we 
relate to each other, both horizontally as one citizen to another, and vertically as citizens to state and 
state to citizens. 

Questions for reflection

1.	 Twenty-five years after the adoption of our Constitution, which of its foundational values are still 
relevant? Are there any that have not been helpful? 

2.	 In your opinion, do the opening words “We, the people of South Africa…” really signify that the 
Constitution is valued, respected and “owned” by our people?   

3.	 Name a few examples of how the rule of law has been upheld in SA; and a few where it has been 
violated or ignored.

The Constitution’s Foundational Values
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The Bill of Rights

THE BILL OF RIGHTS

Most national constitutions contain a Bill of Rights or a Charter of Rights – but what are rights? 
Rights are legal, political and social entitlements that apply to us simply because we are human. We 
do not earn them, and they are not granted to us by the government or the state. Constitutions do 
not create rights, or confer them; they acknowledge or recognize them. 
  
The Bill of Rights sets out the rights that are recognized in our country and safeguarded by our 
Constitution. These rights determine how we should relate to each other (horizontally) and, perhaps 
more significantly, how the State should relate to us (vertically). 

‘Rights’ and ‘freedoms’ are closely connected. To have the ‘right to express your views’ is much the 
same thing as to have ‘freedom of expression’. Often, rights are written in terms of freedom: ‘the 
right to freedom of religion’ or ‘the right to freedom of association’. The important point is that most 
rights are about safeguarding our freedoms; preventing the State, or other people, from unjustifiably 
limiting how we choose to live our lives.  

Rights have certain characteristics. They are:
•	 Universal 
•	 Indivisible 
•	 Inalienable 
•	 Interdependent 

They apply to all people, everywhere, regardless of culture, religion, sex, nationality, etc.
Rights are a package; they are all important and all must be respected. We cannot say some rights 
are merely optional.  
	

https://civicsacademy.co.za/what-is-the-south-african-bill-of-rights/

https://civicsacademy.co.za/what-is-the-south-african-bill-of-rights/
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Rights can be suspended or limited, but no-one can take them away permanently.
Respecting and upholding some rights properly always means that other rights must also be upheld.

There are also different types or classes of rights. They are generally categorized as civil & political; 
social, economic & cultural; and group & environmental rights. (These categories are not rigid – there 
is quite a lot of overlap between them.) 
 
Chronologically speaking, civil & political rights were the first type to be written down in constitutions. 
They are sometimes called ‘first generation’ rights, or ‘blue’ rights. Then came social, economic & 
cultural rights, known as ‘second generation’ or ‘red’ rights; and lastly the group & environmental 
rights, which we call ‘third generation’ or ‘green’ rights.

Another way of thinking about rights is in terms of freedom. Here, rights can be expressed in two 
broad categories of freedom: ‘freedom from’ and ‘freedom to’: Freedom from those things that 
negatively affect our lives: political oppression; arbitrary arrest and detention; torture; slavery; 
violence; poverty; unfair discrimination. Freedom to do those things that enhance our lives: speak 
openly; believe; practise a religion; vote and take part in politics; move around our country; gather 
together with others; find decent work; enjoy adequate standards of health, education and social 
security.  

Rights often come into conflict with each other, and it is then necessary to find the correct balance. 
For example, I have the right to entertain my friends at my home, to play music, to eat and drink. But 
my neighbours also have the right to peace and quiet in their homes. The task is thus to find a balance 
in the exercise of rights which allows the holders of competing rights to exercise them in a reasonable 
manner without unduly interfering with the rights of each other. Many of the cases that come before 
constitutional courts around the world are about finding the correct balance when a conflict of rights 
occurs. 

Human rights are not absolute; all rights have limits. An attacker’s right to life may have to give way 
to the rights of others in situations where he is threatening to harm them. A person cannot use the 
right to free speech in order to spread lies and hatred about another. This principle is often expressed 
in the way a right is written – with a proviso or some form of condition attached. 

In the socio-economic sphere it is extremely important to realize that the full enjoyment of rights is 
often dependent on the availability of resources. If the state simply has insufficient money to build all 
the necessary schools, clinics, etc., then people’s rights to education and health will be limited due 
to financial constraint. For this reason, many constitutions insert qualifiers such as ‘within available 
resources’ when they commit to providing social and economic goods.   

All rights create duties; for each right holder there is a duty bearer. For example: a school-aged child 
has a valid claim (right) to an education – therefore, others have duties (or obligations) to ensure that 
the right is realized. Rights without duties are merely ideas, theories that cannot be put into practice.
	
Often, it is believed that duties rest only on the State. But, while State agencies have primary 
responsibility for many rights (keeping the community safe, for example), some rights impose duties 
on all the members of the society – for example the right to life must be respected by everyone, 
which makes each person a duty bearer.

The Bill of Rights
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States in particular have three levels of obligation: to respect, protect and fulfill every right. 
•	 To respect a right means refraining from interference with the enjoyment of the right.
•	 To protect the right means enacting and enforcing laws that prevent violations of the right.
•	 To fulfill the right means putting in place institutions and procedures, including the allocation of 

resources, which will make it possible for people to enjoy the right. 

Rights must be implemented and enforced, otherwise they exist on paper only. 
The primary responsibility for implementing the Bill of Rights lies with the State and its various 
organs, including government departments, the police, Parliament, and the courts. But ultimately, 
all members of society are responsible for the implementation of rights: when we each respect and 
uphold the rights of one another we are in fact implementing them. 

Questions for reflection

1.	 Do you think that certain rights are more important than others? Which ones would you choose, 
and why? 

2.	 Which rights are most neglected in South Africa at the moment? 

3.	 Which rights do people exercise during election campaigns and in the voting process?   

The Bill of RightsThe Bill of Rights
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Governance

GOVERNANCE

Governance is the form or system of rule by which a state or nation is organised and governed. This 
happens through a system made up of laws and institutions. 

A government normally consist of a legislature, executive and judiciary. The legislature creates laws 
whereas the executive implements the laws and the judiciary interpret and apply the laws. 
There are many forms of government. In South Africa, we have a democratic form of government. The 
South African government is made up of a group of representatives that we elect through periodically 
held elections. We refer to this aspect of our democracy as ‘representative democracy’. In addition, 
South Africa’s democracy is also participatory in nature. National, provincial, and local government 
all have a constitutional obligation to allow people to directly participate in its legislative and other 
processes.

South Africa’s democratic government is characterised by the separation and balance of powers. 
Separation of powers mean that the democratic political system is divided into three branches of 
government: the legislature, executive and the judiciary. Chapters 4,5 and 8 of the Constitution lay 
out the structure, roles, and responsibility of the three branches of government. 
The legislature is also known as ‘parliament’ and consists of the National Assembly (NA) and the 
National Council of Provinces (NCoP). The parliament is where laws are debated and passed. The 
executive consists of the president, deputy president and cabinet of ministers. 

The executive administers and implements the laws of the legislature and court decisions of the 
judiciary. The word ‘government’ often refers to the executive alone as it governs the country and 
takes care of the day to day running of the state. The judiciary is represented by the courts and their 
staff. The judiciary interprets the law, decides disputes and applies the Constitution.

https://civicsacademy.co.za/what-is-government/ 

https://civicsacademy.co.za/what-is-government/ 
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Governance Governance

A balance of powers aims to ensure that no single branch of government has ‘all’ power. In other 
words, the separation and balance of powers provides a vital system of checks and balances. The 
three branches control each other and ensure that power is shared. The main purpose is to prevent 
the abuse of power.

South Africa has three spheres of government: the national, provincial and local government. Each 
sphere of government has its own powers and operates separately. However, the three spheres are 
interrelated and interdependent and are all equally important to ensure that the country is well 
governed. The three spheres of government are entrenched in Chapter 3 of our Constitution, titled 
‘co-operative government’.

While not usually part of government structures, in South Africa, traditional leadership is 
another institution of governance that plays a role in the lives of many people. Chapter 12 of 
the Constitution officially recognises the institution, status, and role of traditional leadership.  The 
Traditional Leadership and Governance Framework Amendment Act 41 of 2003 (Act 41 of 2003). 
This Act outlines the structure, functions, responsibilities of traditional leaders and how they work 
with government. Traditional leaders carry out an advisory role to government on matters relating to 
traditional leadership and customary law under the condition of operating within the framework of 
the Constitution and common law. 

Summary
Governance is a system of rule by which a state is organised and governed. South Africa has a 
democratic government which is characterized by the separation and balance of powers between the 
legislature, executive and judiciary. South Africa is furthermore a representative democracy which is 
formed by means of periodically held elections at the national, provincial and local level. Elections 
allow ordinary citizens to determine who should manage and govern the country and therefore 
represent our interests. 

Questions for reflection

1.	 Explain the nature of South Africa’s democracy? 

2.	 How are powers distributed in South Africa’s democracy? What are the benefits of this 
arrangement?  

3.	 What is the value of traditional leadership in South Africa’s democracy?
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Local Government

LOCAL GOVERNMENT

What is Local Government?
Local government is one of the three spheres of government, with the provincial and the national 
spheres making up the other two. There are 257 municipalities in South Africa. The municipalities 
are divided into three categories, namely metropolitan (category A), local (category B) and district 
(category C) municipalities. South Africa has 8 metropolitan, 205 local and 44 district municipalities. 
These municipalities are, in turn, divided into wards.

Categories of municipalities
Category A or single-tier municipalities has exclusive executive and legislative authority in its area. 
Section 2 of the Municipal Structures Act provides that an area must have a metropolitan municipality 
if that area can reasonably be regarded as –
a.	 a conurbation featuring

i.	 areas of high population density;
ii.	 an intense movement of people, goods and services;
iii.	  extensive development; and
iv.	  multiple business districts and industrial areas;

b.	 a centre of economic activity with a complex and diverse economy;
c.	 a single area for which integrated development planning is desirable; and
d.	 having strong interdependent social and economic linkages between its constituent units.

An area that does not comply with the above criteria must have municipalities of both category B and 
C. Category B or two-tier municipalities functions in conjunction with district (category C: three-tier) 
municipalities. Local municipalities therefore share legislative and executive authority with district 
municipalities in whose area it falls.

https://civicsacademy.co.za/what-are-municipalities-and-how-are-they-structured/

https://civicsacademy.co.za/what-are-municipalities-and-how-are-they-structured/
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Local Government Local Government

What are the powers and functions of Local Government?
The Constitution determines the powers and functions of Local Government in Part B of schedules 4 
and 5. Municipalities have many functions that affect our daily lives. They mostly fulfill these services 
within the framework of the Constitution and national and provincial legislation. Those functions are, 
amongst others, electricity, water and sanitation services, refuse removal, roads, parks and recreation, 
community halls and public places and cemeteries.

A municipality is governed by the municipal council
Each municipality has a council which is elected during local government elections every five years. 
The municipal council governs the municipality. The council is made up of elected members who 
adopt policies, make by-laws, raise income and spend funds and take decisions at council meetings 
on all matters that fall within its powers and functions.  

What is the role of the municipal administration?
The municipal administration carries out the work of the municipality. The municipal administration 
is headed by the municipal manager who is responsible for employing skilled staff and coordinating 
the implementation of the council’s programs and projects. 

The public can participate in local decision-making
In terms of the Constitution and other laws, the public has a right and obligation to participate in 
municipal decision-making. This can be done through ward committees, public participation meetings, 
the submission of representations and proposals and direct contact with elected councillors.

Section 152 of the Constitution provides five key focus areas for local government 
A municipality must- 

a.	 provide democratic and accountable government for local communities.  
The term ‘democratic’ means that local government representatives must be elected through 
regular, free and fair elections. ‘Accountable’ means that the citizens can expect their elected 
councillors to justify the actions and decisions they make in the course of their duties and 
report back to their constituencies on what they are doing.

b.	 provide services to communities in a sustainable manner‘Sustainable’ means that municipalities 
must provide services without interruptions and that they need to plan and budget for the 
staff, equipment and other resources accordingly. 

c.	 promote social and economic development. 
Social development refers to the interventions that improve the lives of people. Economic 
development means that the municipality must help create an environment that is attractive 
for investors and developers by providing reliable and affordable services, planning 
strategically and running a user-friendly administration.

d.	 promote a safe and healthy environment.  
A safe and healthy environment refers to an environment where the life, limb and property 
of people are not at risk or exposed to harm. The municipality can promote this, for example, 
by providing adequate streetlights, good roads and safe access to electricity. A healthy 
environment refers to an environment where people can access clean water, and good 
sewage and refuse removal services. It also refers to clean air and the provision of open 
spaces and parks

e.	 encourage the involvement of communities and community organisations in matters of local 
government.
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This means that the municipality must actively foster and promote public participation. 

What are the basic services and service standards that you can expect from your municipality?
According to the Municipal Systems Act, a basic municipal service is one that is necessary to ensure 
an acceptable and reasonable quality of life. Most service standards are either determined in law or 
in policy documents. Municipalities must also have service charters that set out the standards that 
the community can expect. The following are generally accepted municipal service standards, even if 
the exact standards may differ from municipality to municipality:

Water: We can expect access to clean drinking water within a reasonable distance from where we 
live. People who earn below a certain threshold are entitled to get the first 6000L per household per 
month for free. 
Sewage removal and disposal: We are entitled to have access to a functioning sewage system to 
protect people from harmful waterborne diseases. A municipality ought to deal with sewage blockages 
and sewage overflows urgently, at most within 24 hours.
Refuse removal:  Refuse and bins or plastic bags should be collected at least once a week. Communal 
bulk refuse containers or skips should be removed as soon as they are full.
Roads and stormwater control: To tar roads is very expensive and thus gravel roads are acceptable 
where traffic volumes are low. The municipality should resurface tar roads periodically and repair 
potholes as soon as possible. Stormwater pipes or canals must be cleaned every year.
Electricity: Many deep rural areas and informal settlements don’t have a formal electrical supply 
provided by Eskom. Municipalities in some remote areas therefore have to subsidise gas or paraffin. 
Minor failures of electricity supply should be repaired within 2-3 hours. More serious failures should 
be repaired within one working day while major disruptions must be repaired within 3-4 working 
days. The municipality must remove illegal electrical connections as they are very dangerous.
Housing: Constitutionally, housing is not a municipal function. However, in practice the municipality 
acts as an implementing agent for the national and provincial spheres. Municipalities must determine 
the housing needs of the community and plan accordingly. 
Fire-fighting: Municipalities must have a plan to prevent and combat fires, which includes the 
provision of staff and equipment within their financial means. Ideally, a fire engine should be at a fire 
scene within 15-30 minutes in an urban area or an hour in rural areas. 

Summary
Local government is the sphere of government that is closest to the people. Delivering municipal services 
such as water and sanitation, electricity and refuse removal, amongst others, can significantly improve 
the quality of life of every person. The municipal council governs the municipality. Municipal services 
must be of reasonable quality and are determined in law, policy documents and service charters of 
municipalities. Local communities hold municipalities accountable by participating in local government 
matters through ward committees, public meetings and direct contact with elected councillors.

Exercise: Public participation simulation 

Apply your mind to the objectives of local government in section 152 of the Constitution and the 
service delivery standards that you can expect from your municipality. 
•	 Think about the circumstances of your own community and critically discuss whether your 

municipality is meeting its constitutional objectives in your community. 
•	 Discuss how you think your municipality can respond to improve service delivery in your community.

Local Government
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Local Government Citizen Participation

CITIZEN PARTICIPATION

Citizen participation refers to the process through which citizens actively participate in national, 
provincial and local government structures. Section 19(1)(b) affords citizens the right to participate 
in the activities of political parties. This section goes beyond participation in periodic elections and 
enables citizens to participate in Parliament, provincial legislatures, and the municipal council. 
Sections 59(1)(a), 72(1)(a), 118(1)(a) and 152(1)(e) obliges the National Assembly, National Council 
of Provinces, Provincial legislatures and the municipal council respectively, to involve the public in 
its legislative and other processes and of its committees. In addition, the Constitution requires that 
legislatures across all three spheres of government conduct its business transparently and hold its 
sittings and those of its committees, in public. Therefore, section 195(1)(e) of the Constitution states 
that the public administration must encourage the public to participate in policy-making. 

Active participation contributes to responsive citizenship 
To be responsive means to react, answer or to respond to matters that are of interest. People are 
responsive when they are actively participating in matters that affect them. While citizenship is often 
linked to legally recognised nationality, in this context citizenship refers to an individual who is a 
member of society in a particular community. Responsive citizenship therefore refers to members 
of a community who actively participate in the realisation of their rights and the fulfilment of their 
duties.

South Africa’s public administration must foster participatory democracy
The Constitution requires South Africa’s public administration to foster participatory democracy on 
the basis of informed and empowered citizenship. Thus, participatory democracy means that citizens 
have not only the right to vote in national, provincial or local government elections but also to ongoing 
and regular interaction with the institutions and the elected people that represent them. This is 
reflected in the preamble of our Constitution which states that our Constitution lays the foundations 

https://civicsacademy.co.za/what-is-a-responsive-citizen/

https://civicsacademy.co.za/what-is-a-responsive-citizen/
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for a democratic and open society in which government is based on the will of the people. It is also 
reflected elsewhere in the Constitution. Section 59(1) requires the National Assembly to involve the 
public in the legislative and other processes of the Assembly and its committees. Section 72(1) does 
the same where the National Council of Provinces is concerned, while section 118(1)(a) contains a 
similar provision for the nine provincial legisaltures. Toegether, these provisions enable the public to 
directly participate in law-making and other processes of national and provincial government. 

Local government, especially, plays a very important role in participatory democracy. Municipalities 
are focused on providing infrastructure and services which influence our day to day lives directly. 
Our Constitution therefore requires municipalities to encourage the involvement of communities 
and community organisations and to respond to people’s needs. According to local government 
legislation, municipalities must develop a culture of participation by creating mechanisms, processes, 
and procedures for community participation, communicating information to the community, giving 
notice of municipal meetings to the public, allowing admission of the public to these meetings, making 
certain documents available to the public and establishing a website with information thereon. 

What is the role of local government in promoting public participation?
Municipalities are part of the State’s public administration. Involving communities in local government 
is a key democratic function of municipalities. Chapter 4 of the Municipal Systems Act requires 
municipalities to encourage the involvement of communities in municipal decision-making processes 
by facilitating the submission of recommendations and complaints to councils; keeping communities 
informed of council meetings and decisions and updating them about municipal affairs, including 
finances; and encouraging them to attend open meetings of the council. The Act also requires that 
people who cannot read or write and people who have disabilities receive special assistance to be able 
to understand what is being discussed. It also requires municipalities to accommodate the language 
preferences of the community. 

Which municipal activities require public participation?
Public participation is especially important in certain municipal processes. 

Here are a few examples of municipal activities that require public participation:
•	 In the drafting of municipal legislation or by-laws: all proposed by-laws must be published for 

public comment, to enable people to make representations. The municipal council must take such 
comments into consideration;

•	 In the drafting of the municipality’s integrated development plan (IDP): the IDP is the municipality’s 
primary strategic plan on matters such as infrastructure, finance, staff and economic development. 
A municipality must involve the local community through the ward committees and public 
meetings on the planning, drafting and adoption of the IDP.

•	 In the discussion of financial matters: national financial legislation also requires public participation 
in the processes that deal with financial matters such as the compilation of the budget, which 
includes tariffs and rates policies, the credit control and debt collection policy and a loan policy, the 
conclusion of contracts and private partnerships, the consideration of the annual report and the 
determination of tariffs and property rates that the municipality levies for services and property;

•	 In the performance management: each municipality must involve the community in the 
development, implementation, and review of its performance management system (PMS) that 
measures progress towards the implementation of the IDP.

Citizen Participation
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What should citizens do to be responsive citizens in our democracy?
It is only through our participation that a municipality can know and respond to our needs. There 
are also some general things we can and should do to be responsive citizens. Firstly, if our municipal 
councillors do not perform or fulfil their election promises, we can vote for a different person or a 
different party in the following local government election. Secondly, we should actively communicate 
with our local municipality by email, through social media, telephone or a letter, to make our real 
needs, concerns and priorities known. For example, we should inform our municipalities about the 
following issues and request our municipalities to address these issues:
•	 when streetlights are not working; 
•	 when there are potholes in the road;
•	 when a water pipe has burst; or
•	 when there are illegal electricity connections.
Thirdly, responsive citizens should act responsibly towards everyone else in the community. For 
example, we must keep our streets clean by refraining from littering and dumping, and we must use 
scarce resources like water responsibly. Fourthly, we need to report all illegal activities to ensure that 
we as law-abiding citizens can contribute to a good quality of life for ourselves and our children. 

What can you do if your municipality does not respond to your concerns?
As citizens, we may also express our concerns through petitions, the media and peaceful 
demonstrations. 

Questions for reflection 

1.	 What is participatory governance and why is it good for South Africa’s democracy?  

2.	 What does it mean to be an active citizen? 

3.	 Having learned about the role of local government in encouraging public involvement, do you 
think your municipality is doing enough to meet this responsibility in practice? Please explain. 

Citizen ParticipationCitizen Participation
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Elections

ELECTIONS 

1. Why should you vote? 
During Apartheid millions of South Africans were forced to live under the decisions of a government 
for which they were not allowed to vote. The right to vote was perhaps the most important driving 
force behind the liberation struggle. 

When we vote in elections, we choose who we think should represent us and our interests in 
government. By voting for them we give permission or a ‘mandate’ to politicians to take decisions on 
our behalf. That’s what we call a representative democracy. 

Political leaders and parties make decisions that affect our lives. They formulate and implement 
policies about issues such as health care, education, housing, water and sanitation. And they also 
have an enormous amount of power over the money we pay to government as taxes. 

Thus, we should think carefully about who we want in positions of power. When we think about who 
to vote for, we should look at their policies and whether we think the party will be responsive to our 
interests and needs. 

In South Africa elections take place every five years. The right to vote is entrenched in the Bill of 
Rights in Chapter 2 of our Constitution. The Constitution affirms that every citizen from the age of 18 
may take part in all South African elections. 

A successful democracy can only survive and flourish if citizens see their participation in the political 
process as their responsibility – even if you are not happy with your political leaders. As an individual, 
voting is the easiest way to contribute to and participate in the democratic process. 

https://civicsacademy.co.za/why-should-you-vote/
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Elections Elections

Elections allow us to judge our current government’s performance in the previous five years. In this 
way, voting allows us to hold those in government accountable. Accountability involves the obligation 
of elected political leaders to answer for their decisions. If you think the current government did not 
live up to your expectations and did not improve people’s lives or passed policies that are not to be 
supported, voting allows you to show your dissatisfaction by choosing another party or candidate. If 
enough other people feel the same, a different government can come into power. 

Role play 

Instructions: 
1.	 Photocopy and then cut out the role play scenarios and hand out to participants in small groups 

(2-4 persons) 
2.	 Give them time to discuss and plan their role play. The students may take turns to be the person 

who does not want to vote.
3.	 If you have time, let each group present their role play for a max of 1 minute. However, if you 

run out of time, ask only a few groups to present. The most learning comes from planning and 
preparing the role play. Have a brief discussion after each role play.

Scenarios: 
Scenario 1
Tuma says: “There is so much unemployment in our country. It won’t help me to get a job if I vote.”
Give Tuma good reasons to vote.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Scenario 2
Kagiso says: “No, there is too much corruption with politicians and governments. I am not going to 
vote. Politicians just enrich themselves and their families, why should I give them this power? Count 
me out!”
Convince Kagiso that he should vote.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Scenario 3
Babalwa says she is tired of just promises. “Every election they promise us, but they never do what 
they promised.”
Convince Babalwa to vote.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Scenario 4
Aluwani says he does not know who to vote for. He says there is no person or party that answers his 
needs or speaks to him. He says it is easier to just not vote.
Convince Aluwani to vote.
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Elections

2. The Electoral System in South Africa 
In general, there are two types of elections: proportional representation, or PR, and constituency 
representation. In South Africa, we use the PR system for national and provincial elections. But we 
combine PR and constituency representation for municipal or local elections. 

1.	 The proportional representation system: The advantage of PR is that it allows both big and small 
parties to be represented. For example, if a party receives 15% of the votes, it will also receive 
about 15% of the seats. The disadvantage is that the elected representatives owe their positions 
to the party, since people vote for the party, not for them as individuals. Therefore, they often feel 
more accountable to the party than to the public. 

2.	 The constituency system: The advantage of this system is direct accountability. Each elected 
representative is directly accountable to the voters in his or her constituency (or ‘ward’ in a 
municipality). The disadvantage is that it is not an accurate reflection of the diversity of views of 
the voters. 

Elections on national and provincial level
Members of the National Assembly and the nine provincial legislatures are elected according to the PR 
system. Only political parties may contest in these elections. The law does not allow the nomination 
of independent candidates. However, our Constitutional Court has ruled that this is unconstitutional, 
and the electoral system will now have to be changed in order to allow independent candidates to 
participate.

Elections on local level
Municipal councillors are elected differently – we combine PR and constituency representation. Half 
of the seats on a municipal council are occupied by PR councillors, and half by ward councillors. In 
municipalities, constituencies are called ‘wards’. Ward candidates can be nominated by a political 
party but don’t have to be: the law allows independent candidates to stand for ward elections. 
When calculating the results in a municipal election, the PR and ward elections come together. 

https://civicsacademy.co.za/how-does-the-electoral-system-work-coming-soon/
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Elections Elections

3. Political Parties
Political parties are organised groups of people who share similar ideas and values about how 
a country should be governed. Political parties provide vehicles for citizens to come together to 
campaign for public office, and to express their interests, needs and aspirations for the society they 
live in. Political parties are found in all representative democracies. Although there are countries that 
are not democracies, but which have political parties, there are no democratic countries without 
political parties. 

Various functions of political parties: During elections many political parties campaign and compete 
for power. However, political parties do more than just contest elections. 
•	 Political parties help to shape and represent public opinion: Political parties articulate the needs 

and concerns of citizens such as better housing, more schools or jobs. They organise and represent 
these concerns at a regional and/or national level.

•	 Political parties link government and the people: By representing different social groups and 
opinions through elected representatives in Parliament and government, political parties act as 
an important link between government institutions and citizens.

•	 Political parties formulate public policy: Political parties develop policies which address the needs 
and concerns of citizens and improve public welfare. Political parties then pressure government 
to adopt laws and policies. The winning party will design new laws and policies as a government, 
while opposition parties will scrutinise these laws and try to amend them if they disagree with 
them. Democracy cannot work without a party in power and at least one party in opposition. 
Even small parties that are unlikely to win an election can gain seats in Parliament and thereby 
influence public policy. Sometimes, small parties decide to formally co-operate with bigger ones, 
forming a coalition. In this way they can participate in government.

•	 Political parties communicate and educate: Political parties also communicate with and educate 
voters about important national issues through election campaigns and regular use of the media. 

 

https://civicsacademy.co.za/what-are-political-parties/
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•	 Political parties ensure government accountability: Every citizen can choose amongst political 
parties and vote for the one that best represents his or her opinions and beliefs. The multi-party 
system allows for people to hold a government to account. 

•	 The purpose of most political parties is to win an election, hold political power and form a 
government until the next election. However, even small parties that are unlikely to win an election 
can gain seats in Parliament and thereby influence public policy. Sometimes, small parties decide 
to formally co-operate with bigger ones, forming a coalition. In this way they can participate in 
government.

•	 A coalition government is a form of government in which two or more political parties and/or 
independent candidates agree to cooperate and govern together. In South Africa, coalitions are 
mostly concentrated at the local level and have generally been unstable, with adverse consequences 
for service delivery. This instability results from the way coalitions are negotiated, structured and 
subsequently managed. In countries such as Germany and the Netherlands, where conventions 
developed over time to structure and manage coalition governments, this form of governance 
has been heralded for enhancing accountability through increased oversight; and for promoting 
policy stability which, in turn, is good to grow the economy.

In South Africa, the existence of political parties is protected by the Constitution, which provides for 
universal adult suffrage, a national common voters roll, regular elections every five years and a multi-
party system of democratic government. 

South Africa’s political parties receive funds from the public purse to help them function. The Electoral 
Commission of South Africa allocates these funds on a mostly proportional basis, so the larger political 
parties get a larger amount of funding. 

Questions for reflection 

1.	 Since the previous elections, what changes have you seen in your area and how will that 
influence your voting decisions? 

2.	 How are coalition governments fairing in South Africa?  

3.	 What are the advantages and disadvantages of coalitions? 

Elections
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