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THE ROLE OF WARD COMMITTEES AND NEED FOR
PUBLIC PARTICIPATION WITH REFERENCE TO

LOCAL GOVERNMENT IN SOUTH AFRICA
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ABSTRACT
In terms of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996 (Act 108 of 1996)
as well as additional ‘developmental’ local government legislative prescriptions, local
authorities are now required to implement structures and strategies to facilitate
enhanced public participation and consultation. The article highlights the role of ward
committees in this regard as well as the additional responsibilities assigned to local
authorities in terms of the new developmental mandate. Prescriptions emanating from
a number of Acts of Parliament concerning the role that local authorities and local
communities should play to enhance community consultation are reviewed.

In this article it is argued that ward committees will need considerable nurturing and
development if they are to succeed in meeting their mandate. The prevailing problem
of apathy regarding local government affairs in South Africa is also highlighted.

INTRODUCTION
The adoption of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996 (Act 108 of 1996) heralded
a significant new phase in the South African local government transition process. In terms of
section 40 (1) of the 1996 Constitution, government is constituted as national, provincial and local
spheres, which are distinctive, interdependent and interrelated.

This establishes local authorities as a distinctive sphere, with a mandate to govern, to provide
services and to promote social and economic development. With the introduction in 2000 of new
council structures for metropolitan municipalities in South Africa, and the new mandate for local
authorities, the traditional role of councillors was broadened to encompass additional responsibili-
ties and functions.

The above responsibilities establish a new mandate for local government in South Africa, which
requires that each local authority develops specific policies aimed at meeting the particular needs
of local communities, with their consent. In terms of this new mandate, local authorities are
required to proceed beyond the narrow service-provision role implicit in most local government
ordinances. According to Davids, Theron and Maphunye (2005:119), South Africa has an
enlightened Constitution which lays the foundation for grassroots democratisation and good
governance, based on a developmental orientation as embodied in the ideas of developmental
local government and integrated development planning.

In terms of section 17 of the Local Government: Municipal Systems Act, 2000 (Act 32 of
2000), participation by local communities in the affairs of their municipality must take place
through, inter alia, the ward councillor as well as other appropriate mechanisms, processes and
procedures established by the municipality. It can be argued that a ward committee, as an advisory
committee to the ward councillor and as a structure established by the municipality, is required in
terms of national legislation to ensure that there is public participation in matters of local
government. The primary objective of ward committees is therefore to enhance participatory
democracy in local government matters.

NEW DEVELOPMENTAL MANDATE
In terms of section 152(1)(e) of the 1996 Constitution (Act 108 of 1996), one of the objectives of
local government is to encourage the involvement of communities and community organisations
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in matters of local government. This Constitutional prescription is further endorsed in terms of the
White Paper on Local Government, 1998 (1998:37), which defines developmental local
government as local government committed to working with citizens and groups within the
community to find sustainable ways to meet their social, economic and material needs and
improve their lives.

The term ‘developmental local government’ encapsulates a new mandate, which will be
intrinsic to the developmental role local authorities will be required to perform. In terms of the
White Paper on Local Government (1998:38–42), developmental local government has four
interrelated characteristics:
1, Maximising social development and economic growth;
2, Integrating and coordinating;
3, Democratising development; and
4, Leading and learning.
The key developmental outcomes envisaged for local government are:
1, Provision of household infrastructure;
2, Creation of livable integrated cities, towns and rural areas;
3, Local economic development; and
4, Community empowerment and redistribution (White Paper on Local Government, 1998:

38–42).
The shift in emphasis from ‘government’ (the power to govern) to ‘governance’ (the act of
governing) is linked to the global acknowledgement that organs of civil society need to be
empowered to share the responsibility for governance. In essence, government institutions require
a new citizen-oriented management approach. In this sense, relationships and partnerships have
become more important for local government than in the past (Ismail, Bayat & Meyer, 1997:3).

The new system of local governance in South Africa requires municipal councils to develop a
culture that shifts from representative government to participatory governance. It is now legally
required of South African developmental local government to adopt a strategic, creative and
integrated approach to local governance to address development challenges and to promote
sustainable development (Venter, 2007:94).

With regard to democratising development, section 40 of the White Paper on Local
Government, 1998 prescribes that municipal councillors should promote the involvement of
citizens and community groups in the design and delivery of municipal programmes. It can
therefore be argued that developmental local government hinges on public participation and
consultation.

The White Paper on Local Government, 1998 further provides for the following tools and
approached for developmental local government:
• Integrated Development Planning (IDP), budgeting and performance monitoring;
• Performance management; and
• Working together with local citizens and partners.
One of the strengths of integrated development planning (IDP) is that it recognises the linkages
between development, service delivery and local democracy, including public participation and
consultation. The Municipal Finance Management Act, 2003 (Act 56 of 2003) makes provision for
alignment between the IDP and the budget. A Service Delivery and Budget Implementation Plan is
the mechanism that ensures that the IDP and the budget are aligned. The IDP is the strategic plan
for the organisation and it is therefore essential that the municipal capital budget should support its
objectives (Shaidi, 2006:43).

According to Venter (2007:96), integrated development planning is all about people, balance
and equity, and recognises that the most important task of any development effort is to create
meaningful opportunities for people to empower themselves.
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THE NEED FOR COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION
The 1996 Constitution (Act 108 of 1996) and the White Paper on Local Government, 1998 contain
specific prescriptions concerning the need for enhanced community participation and consultation
regarding local government matters. In terms of new ‘developmental’ municipal legislation such
as the Local Government: Municipal Systems Act, 2000 (Act 32 of 2000) and the Local
Government : Municipal Structures Act, 1998 (Act 117 of 1998), the requirements for community
participation are taken further.

In terms of chapter 4 of Act 32 of 2000, a municipality must adopt or promote community
participation and must also provide for the following:
• Receipt, processing and consideration of petitions and complaints lodged by members of the

community;
• Notification and public comment procedures;
• Public meetings and hearings by the council;
• Consultative sessions with community organisations; and
• Report-back sessions.
Local communities must be encouraged to participate in, inter alia, matters such as the following:
• The preparation of their municipality’s budget;
• Decisions on the provision of municipal services;
• Monitoring and review of their municipality’s performance; and
• The preparation, implementation and review of Integrated Development Plans (Chapter 4, Act

32 of 2000).
There is a need for municipalities to develop the capacity of local communities to understand and
participate in the local governing process as a partner. In the new system of developmental local
government as proposed by national government, municipalities are required to consult widely
with local communities. The legal definition of a municipality is that it comprises not only the
councillors and bureaucracy but also the community as well. According to Craythorne (2007:315),
a municipality has a duty to communicate certain information to its community. Ward committees
accordingly have an important role to play in this regard.

Craythorne (2006:314) further argues that community participation must be focused if it is to
succeed. Accordingly, community participation in the affairs of a municipality must take place
through, inter alia, the following:
• Political structures for participation in terms of the Municipal Structures Act, 1998, such as

sub councils and ward committees;
• The mechanisms, processes and procedures for participation in municipal governance

established in terms of the Municipal Systems Act, 2000;
• Other appropriate mechanisms, processes and procedures established by a municipality;
• Councillors; and
• Generally applying the provisions for participation as provided for in terms of legislative

prescriptions (Craythorne, 2006:314).
Shaidi (2007:46) holds the view that public participation and consultation in South Africa are both
a legislative imperative as well as a core value of South Africa’s democracy. It can be argued that
the South African model of public participation is in line with international experiences of
advanced democracies. It is, however, evident that the ward-based community participation model
used in South Africa has its shortcomings in that it does not delegate sufficient powers and
resources to ward committees to discharge their roles and responsibilities, which include public
participation and consultation (Shaidi, 2007:46).

WARD COMMITTEES

Ward committees were established in South Africa in terms of chapter 4 of the Local Government:
Structures Act (117 of 1998) to ensure active participation by communities in local government
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affairs. These committees are a key mechanism with which municipalities can communicate with
local communities and also to promote and enhance efficient and effective service delivery. These
newly established committees are to serve as the link between local communities and their
respective council and their objectives include the following:
• To enhance participatory local governance;
• To assist the ward councillor on matters of the ward;
• To contribute to the improvement of the quality of life of all its residents;
• To make recommendations to the ward councillor or to the other structures of the metropolitan

council; and
• To engage residents in matters of local governance (Tsatsire, 2001:37–39).
In terms of legislative prescriptions, ward committees may make recommendations on any matter
that affects its ward to the ward councillor, the municipal council, the executive committee or the
executive mayor. It is important for ward committee members to attend public meetings of the
municipal council, especially budget and planning meetings. In this regard, it is imperative that
ward committee members be capacitated to participate in the initiation, monitoring and evaluation
of local government activities. In return, municipal councils that have established ward
committees must make administrative arrangements to enable ward committees to perform their
functions effectively. A municipal council may delegate specific functions and powers to its ward
committees.

The introduction of the ward committee system in South Africa represents an innovative
approach to local government matters and in particular the developmental nature of the new
mandate. The ward committee system can also be viewed as a means of furthering the
Constitutional requirement of increased accountability and democratisation in local government.
Chapter 10 of the 1996 Constitution (Act 108 of 1996) is infused with a discourse and vision that
privileges ongoing dialogue and exchange between government and communities. However, with
advisory status only, it is assumed that ward committees in South Africa will have little impact or
influence on the local government decision-making process. This can lead to apathy and a lack of
commitment on the part of committee members.

It appears that the ward committee system introduced in South Africa is currently not
significantly influencing the policy-making process in local government. If such committees are to
play a significant role in local government matters, it is proposed that their roles, duties and
responsibilities need to be redefined.

Democratisation, citizen participation and the empowerment of citizens and communities to
participate in municipal processes should be encouraged by all municipalities in South Africa in
terms of legislative prescriptions. In this regard, the introduction of the ward committee system in
South Africa is expected to bridge the gap between communities and the elected council to speed
up the delivery process regarding the five key programmes of the Reconstruction and Develop-
ment Programme designed to improve the living standards of communities and includes:
• Meeting basic needs of local communities;
• Developing human resources;
• Building the economy, including local economies;
• Democratising the state and society; and
• Implementing the RDP.
The new developmental mandate assigned to local authorities in South Africa emphasises, inter
alia, democratisation, citizen participation and the empowerment of communities to actively
participate in municipal matters. In this regard, the introduction of the ward committee system was
expected to bridge the gap between communities and elected local councils. The need for active
community participation in local government matters is enshrined in the 1996 Constitution (Act
108 of 1996), and specific prescriptions are also contained in the White Paper on Local
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Government, 1998, the Local Government: Municipal Structures Act (Act 117 of 1998) and the
Local Government: Municipal Systems Act (Act 32 of 2000).

The introduction of the ward committee system in South Africa represents an innovative
approach to local government matters and in particular the developmental nature of the new
mandate. The ward committee system can also be viewed as a means of furthering the
Constitutional requirement of increased accountability and democratisation in local government.

For ward committees to function effectively and efficiently, it is proposed that they will need to
be actively involved in influencing the policy-making process in local government. With their
current advisory status only, local communities could become apathetic regarding the role of ward
committees. A matter of further concern is that in many instances communities perceive ward
committees to be structures owned by ward councillors and not by respective communities. A
defining feature of the new mandate is the opportunity it offers ordinary people to become actively
involved in local governance.

CONCLUSION

It can be argued that generally ward committees will require considerable nurturing and
development if they are to be sustained as dynamic flagships of local democracy and catalysts for
local action and transformation. This will require additional training and development and also
more focused communication with ward committees than is currently taking place. There is also
the prevailing problem of apathy regarding local government affairs in South Africa in general.

It is evident that community participation does not happen in a vacuum. Communities should be
motivated to participate in local government matters by the prospect of bringing sustainable
development to their areas. This is development that focuses on basic and essential human needs
such as clean water, food, health care, safety and the like. It should also focus on the utilisation of
indigenous knowledge in ensuring that development is appropriate to local conditions and needs
(Shaidi, 2006:52). Part of the work of ward committees is therefore to understand development in
the right context and to engage the community in the identification of their needs and in
prioritising them against scarce resources.

Ward committees do indeed have an important role to play in local government matters,
particularly in the context of enhanced community consultation and participation. The challenge
for both the national and local government is to further strengthen the role of ward committees
while at the same time encouraging greater community participation in civic matters. If this can be
achieved, there is a chance that many ward committees in South Africa will become important
structures for local communities and the need for greater community consultation and participa-
tion will be enhanced.
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