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THE IMPACT OF THE SINGLE PUBLIC SERVICE
INITIATIVE FROM A LOCAL GOVERNMENT

PERSPECTIVE
By Dr HH Ballard*

ABSTRACT
The Public Administration and Management Bill or the so-called Single Public Service
Bill will be introduced into parliament this year, which will have far-reaching
consequences and implications for provincial and local government. The bill in
question is deemed to be controversial as it erodes the autonomy of local government
as provided for in the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa Act, (108 of 1996).
Furthermore, the institutions and actions of provincial and local government will
change dramatically as both spheres will be regarded as one sphere from a practical
service delivery perspective.

The national government has continuously expressed its concern at the slow
progress in the provision of essential and emergency services in a sustainable manner
to all communities and in delivery on the social and economic development agenda.
Furthermore, the National Minister of Public Service and Administration, Geraldine
Fraser-Moleketi, argues that a developmental state requires a strong centre which is an
important vehicle for defeating poverty within the concept of co-operative governance.

The purpose of this article is to question the motivation and desired intention of the
above national department to introduce this bill. The article will also attempt to
explore the consequences for local government and question the assumption that no
development has taken place.

The approach adopted to achieve this purpose will be to provide the theoretical
context with regard to the various forms of government, detail the national govern-
ment’s motivation, and provide an evaluation of the development trends and backlogs
as well as the consequences for local government in terms of the following elements:
• constitutional principles;
• inter-government relations; and
• municipal systems.

INTRODUCTION

The national government has continuously expressed its concern at the slow progress in the
provision of essential and emergency services in a sustainable manner to all communities as well
as delivery on the social and economic development agenda. Local government has in terms of the
provisions contained in chapter seven of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa Act, 1996
(108 of 1996) been designated inter alia with this responsibility.

In order to facilitate the above, various initiatives were introduced, from the drawing up of new
municipal boundaries, the development of improved financial control through the introduction of
the GAMAP standards, to the launch of Project Consolidate.

The initiatives listed above, as well as other initiatives, have not fully improved the lives of
citizens nor contributed towards ongoing social and economic upliftment, despite the continued
growth in the economy of between 3 and 6% which is within the national government’s macro
economic target.

The national government has continuously adopted the approach that a development state must
be established to defeat poverty, which requires that all three spheres of government must work
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together, hence the promulgation of the Inter-government Relations Framework Act, 2005 (13 of
2005) and the Inter-government Fiscal Relations Act, 2007. Despite this intention and design, the
relationship between the three spheres and other public bodies has not achieved the desired levels
of co-operation as manifested, for example, in the relationship between the Cape Town City
Council and the Provincial Government Department of Local Government and Housing. A further
manifestation is the vast differences in capacity between the larger and smaller municipalities.

Since 2005, the National Department of Public Service and Administration has reviewed the
existing three-sphere government structure and related powers and has also examined alternatives,
such as strengthening local government and removing the provincial government sphere or
alternatively strengthening the supervision and co-ordination role of provincial government with
local government reduced to the role of agencies. However, in both cases a strong central power
control base is proposed.

The purpose of this article is to question the motivation and desired intention of the National
Department of Public Service and Administration to introduce into parliament the Public
Administration and Management Bill or the so-called Single Public Service Bill. The article will
also attempt to explore the consequences for local government and question the motivation that no
development has taken place.

The approach adopted to achieve this purpose will be to provide the theoretical context with
regards to the various forms of government, detail the national government’s motivation, provide
the development trends and backlogs and sketch the consequences for local government in terms
of the following three elements:
• constitutional principles;
• inter-government relations; and
• municipal systems.

THEORETICAL OVERVIEW OF THE FORMS OF GOVERNMENT
To contextualise the foregoing, it is necessary to explain and distinguish between the various
forms of government. To complete this contextualisation, reference will be made to the South
African situation as it relates to the provisions contained in the Constitution, 1996 (108 of 1996),
especially with regard to autonomy.

Tansey (1995:144) confirms that the distribution of powers is haphazard in practice with the
international trend drawn towards a greater concentration of power centralised at the highest level
of government. The advantage of a unitary form of government is that it ensures uniformity of
laws and administration. The disadvantages are obvious and are listed below:
• over-centralised control of local affairs;
• ill suited to large and culturally heterogeneous communities in which local problems require

specific rather than standardised policies (as in the case of South Africa); and
• public interest in public affairs is discouraged due to the impact of a centralised bureaucracy.
Many factors contribute towards this trend for centralisation. The most important factor is the
national government being the biggest government in the country and therefore containong and
control the greatest concentration of expertise.

Contrary to the centralised approach is the federal system which permits the lower levels or
spheres to operate with a certain degree of independence from the national level or sphere. The
lower levels in a devolved system negotiate a local interpretation of national policies within a
framework of national statutory guidance. Closer interpretation of the Constitution, 1996 (108 of
1996) reveals that a system of devolution operates, whereby powers are created and allocated to
local government for execution. Refer to schedules 4 and 5 of the Constitution, 1996 (108 of
1996).

In a decentralised system, however, the local bureaucrats would merely interpret and apply
national policies and be granted some discretion to interpret national policy and consult local
opinion.
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In practice, all systems have some measure of co-ordination and co-operation between the
various levels. International writers refer to this manifestation as co-operative federalism. In South
Africa, local government is deemed to be independent with a guaranteed autonomy, in terms of
section 41(1)(g) of the Constitution, 1996 (108 of 1996) which states that the national and
provincial government must ‘‘. . . exercise their powers and perform their functions in a manner
that does not encroach on the geographical, functional or institutional integrity . . .’’

Despite the foregoing theoretical and statutory exposition and contextualisation, the National
Department of Public Service and Administration is promoting the acceptance of more power to
the centre, whereby national government will set goals from the centre, monitor administration
and exercise overall supervision of provincial and local government.

MOTIVATION FOR A SINGLE PUBLIC SERVICE

On 1 November 2007, the National Minister of Public Service and Administration, Geraldine
Fraser-Moleketi, in a key note address to the 8th Annual Conference of SAAPAM in Cape Town,
argued that a developmental state requires a strong centre which is an important vehicle for
defeating poverty within the concept of co-operative governance.

The national minister stated that service delivery was hampered when national frameworks and
policies do not extend to local government in the areas of service delivery, public administration
and management and ‘‘. . . a continued ‘‘silorised’’approach in the delivery of services resulting in
poor integration of delivery efforts across government; and marked differences in remuneration
and conditions of service in the public service and local government which make mobility and
transfer of functions diffıcult.’’

The national minister further stated that to address these challenges it was necessary to
introduce the Single Public Service concept. The motivation is summarised below:
• strategic intervention to strengthen and enhance government across all three spheres;
• due to the lack of co-ordination and integration to ensure the effectiveness of government

initiatives and efforts on the ground;
• create a single easy window of access to services;
• ensure a fair distribution of human resources and expertise to strengthen the capacity at those

points of access especially at local level;
• integrating the three spheres of government into a common institutional framework;
• establish a public service with harmonious systems, conditions of service and norms;
• promote more efficient co-ordination thereby facilitating seamless service delivery; and
• the clustering of services to the convenience of the citizen, through a ‘single window’ be this a

physical structure or in cyberspace.
In support of the foregoing, the Director-General: Department of Public service and Administra-
tion stated at the same conference that this was not an exercise in ‘‘recentralization’’ — ‘‘the
approach of a decentralized human resource management framework is maintained in the Single
Public Service’’

The Director-General (2007) stated that as part of implementing the Single Public Service,
work was currently proceeding through various initiatives including:
• implementation of the access strategy;
• development of a single public service GIS;
• development of a citizens’ relations portal;
• drafting of a single public service legislation;
• development of human resources and remuneration norms and standards for institutions and

spheres of government;
• development of an anti-corruption strategy and standards of conduct.
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The rationale and motivation for a Single Public Service as detailed above, which is premised on
the lack of capacity and underdevelopment is now critically examined hereunder.

CURRENT STATE OF DEVELOPMENT AND PERFORMANCE

To test this rationale and motivation, the Human Development Index measurement was utilised, as
calculated by Hartle (2007) to assess the national growth and provincial development strategies on
the inhabitants of the City of Cape Town. The three respective strategies are:
• the national growth, employment and redistribution strategy (GEAR);
• the growth and development strategy of the Western Cape (Ikapa Elihlumayo);
• the Integrated Development Plan of the Cape Town City Council.
The performance of the 30 local authorities in the Western Cape Province in terms of the
submitted 2005/2006 financial statements and the Integrated Development Plans was also
examined.

The HDI is calculated by first defining the lowest level a country occupies with respect to the
specific variable being utilised. This is termed the deprivation level. The three components of the
HDI are life expectancy, education and the GDP index. Hartle’s (2007) study demonstrated that
the HDI for the City of Cape Town increased for three consecutive years. The HDI of South Africa
and the Western Cape Province demonstrated a similar pattern in that it increased from 2003 to
2004 but then decreased in 2005.

Hartle’s (2007) results indicate that the integrated local development strategy contributed
positively to human development over a three-year period which questions the national minister’s
contention that no development is taking place — perhaps the percentage increase is too small and
incremental with no real impact at grassroots. However, it must be agreed that the development
strategy has shown an incremental increase in positive externalities.

The foregoing is qualified, as it is conceded that Hartle’s study was undertaken to ascertain
whether the HDI could be utlised to assess development and not to formulate conclusions as
presented above.

Two performance criteria, namely the submission of financial statements; and integrated
development plans, are currently being examined to assess local government performance in the
Western Cape.

Financial Statements (2005/06)

In terms of section 126 of the Municipal Finance Management Act, 2003 (Act 56 of 2003) the
accounting officer of a municipality must prepare the financial statements of the municipality and,
within two months after the end of the financial year (31 August) to which those statements relate,
submit the statements to the Auditor-General for auditing.

The types of report from the Auditor-General reflected that 30% of the municipalities had an
unqualified opinion with emphasis on matter. Fifty-four per cent of the municipalities had a
qualified opinion. Only 5% of the municipalities had a disclaimer of opinion or an adverse
opinion.

Integrated Development Plan

In terms of section 32(1)(a) of the Local Government, Municipal Systems Act, 2000 (32 of 2000)
the municipal manager of the municipality must submit a copy of the integrated development plan
as adopted by the council of the municipality, to the MEC for local government in that province
within 10 days of the adoption thereof.

In 2007/08, all 30 municipalities submitted their IDPs of which 26 were credible. Additional
information was requested only from four municipalities. In all cases the spatial development
element was positive.
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The current reality as submitted above needs to be improved. However, the situation does not reflect
a very weak scenario when assessing the measurement of development and management capacity.

In view of the foregoing, the rationale and motivation as presented by the national minister and
her Director-General is again questioned.

IMPLICATIONS FOR LOCAL GOVERNMENT
The implications of the Bill for local government will be discussed from three elements, namely:
• legislative;
• inter-government relations; and
• systems which relates to human resources.

Legislative
The Public Service Act, 1994 (103 of 1994) will have to be amended as it only makes provision for
the regulation of employment conditions for public servants as local government employees are
covered by a separate bargaining council and legislation. The salary structure for the three spheres
of government will also have to be harmonised with a uniform performance appraisal system
implemented.

Pascal Moloi, in his article published in the Journal of the Institute of Municipal Finance
Officers (vol.8; no. 2; 2007:39) states that the proposed Bill has two objectives:
• to facilitate transfer of functions between municipalities and the public service; and
• to facilitate the deployment of individuals to administrative components requiring their skills.
In view of this development, what is the implication for the statutory concept of inter-government
relations?

Inter-government relations
A further question is whether the two objectives of the proposed Bill erode the status of
municipalities in terms of section 151(3) and (4) of the Constitution, 1996 (108 of 1996) which
expressly states that the municipality has the right to govern, on its own initiative ‘‘. . . and the
national and provincial government may not compromise or impede its ability to exercise its
powers and to perform its duties . . .’’

By implication, does the national government concede that the spirit of Chapter 3 of the
Constitution, 1996 (108 of 1996) on co-operative government is not being adhered to, nor the
intention of the Intergovernmental Relations Act, 2005 (13 of 2005) been achieved, which is to
facilitate inter-governmental relations and to settle disputes?

Who will make the final decision regarding these transfers, the determination of criteria for
these transfers and the process to be adopted, whether inclusive and the role-players involved?

Systems that relate to human resources
The Bill will impact on the following human resources systems:
• market related benchmarks;
• remuneration frameworks;
• job evaluation and grading; and
• performance measurement.
Furthermore, the prevailing variables relating to the job market which is diverse in accordance
with industry, sector, vocation and, more important geographic location, will certainly compound
this matter.

CONCLUSION
The motivation for the implementation of the content of the Public Administration and
Management Bill has been questioned especially with reference to local government performance
and human development.
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The implementation of this bill or policy will challenge the capacity of institutions on all three
spheres, resources, skills and competencies. A feasibility study should be undertaken on the
following factors:
• weakening of local governance and accountability;
• lack of commitment;
• weakening of skills base; and
• difficulty in attracting scarce skills and competencies.
In the above context, it will appear that the government strategy is to obtain full unitary power
from a centralized perspective so as to dictate and dominate all policy and decision making to
ensure that the ruling party’s philosophy and credo is implemented and sustained despite the views
of the opposing minorities.
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