
22 23S.B. NgcamuVolume 48 number 1 | March 2013

Journal of Public Administration Journal of Public Administration

tres within eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality. Mafunisa (2003: 96) avers that 
some interviewees regret that negative factors such as nepotism (Mle & Maclean, 
2011: 1344 and Mbele 2011), ‘political connections and other networks also play 
a role in the recruitment and promotion of senior public servants’. eThekwini Met-
ropolitan Municipality has established customer care centres called Sizakala (an 
IsiZulu word meaning ‘Get Help’) centres, which are regarded as the social support 
implemented as the interface between citizens and the municipality. The eThek-
wini Metropolitan Municipality’s Regional Centres Unit has opened more than 40 
customer care centres throughout the municipality to give more customers access 
to municipal services. The eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality‘s State of Local 
Innovation Report (2011: 26) indicate that, for the municipality to better attend 
to the needs of its customers, accessible Walk-in one stop Centres called Sizakala 
Centres have been developed where residents are able to access different munici-
pal services and pay municipal accounts all at one location. The purpose of this 
paper is to assess whether distributions of the customer care centres, human capac-
ity and services offered throughout eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality respond 
positively to the needs of communities especially where these centres are located.

Different authors have noted that customer service centres are the way to 
engage communities and equip them to access government and exercise their right 
of ownership (Caillier, 2009: 296). In a case of Rice & Sumberg (1997) the context 
of discussion concerns the promotion of public good while Vigoda (2002) and 
Schmidt & Strickland (1998) are concerned with a government’s response to com-
munities and thus treating them as customers. Despite the establishment of cus-
tomer care centres in local government, Moe (1994) has noted that government is 
the sole provider of this service, which has mostly resulted in unhappy customers 
with no other options to receive these basic municipal services.

In view of the above, the customer care centres within eThekwini Metropolitan 
Municipality are distributed unequally in respect of urban core areas and those 
in the rural/peri-urban areas, which are mostly associated with incompetent staff 
and unequal office equipments. The next section of this study critically review the 
literature on the extent of the politicisation of municipalities in South Africa, the 
legislative mandate of customer care centres, research methodology, and conclu-
sions emanating from the research findings.

 

Literature review
The politicisation of the local government sphere
The majority of employees employed within these centres are allegedly politi-

cal deployed or considered through the African National Congress (ANC)’s deploy-
ment policy without adhering to recruitment and selection policies and procedures 
perpetuate tensions between those deployed and those qualified and experienced 
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ABSTRACT

The Sphere of Local Government tends to appoint employees to specialised 
positions based on blind allegiance and political affiliation to the ruling 
political party, which has led to the malfunctioning of the customer care 

centres within eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality. This malfunctioning has 
also been seen through unequal distribution of centres, equipment and person-
nel throughout the municipality, whereby rural or peri-urban centres are charac-
terised by incompetence, a lack of integrity and poor governance. The purpose of 
this paper is to assess whether distributions of the customer care centres, human 
capacity and services offered throughout eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality 
respond positively to the needs of communities. This paper used a qualitative 
research method, whereby in-depth-interviews were conducted amongst a popu-
lation size of 53 employees employed within eThekwini Metropolitan Municipal-
ity’s Regional Centres Unit. The qualitative research findings have revealed dis-
parities between human capacity, office equipment and the services offered by 
centres in the previously advantaged and disadvantaged customer care centres. 
This is evidenced by the absence of office equipment and dilapidated centres at 
peri-urban or rural areas, as compared to urban core centres. Consequently, this 
paper contributes to knowledge in the field of Public Administration fraternity as 
this area of research (customer care centres in the public sector) is still emerging. 
In many cases, customers in receipt of municipal services from the customer care 
centres are increasingly having their expectations raised by eThekwini Metro-
politan Municipality who often fail to deliver the expected standards of services.

INTRODUCTION
The South African Sphere of Local Government is often as embroiled in a pol-

luted political landscape characterised by tender rigging, nepotism, corruption, sex 
in exchange for formal employment opportunities and the mushrooming of fly-by-
night politicians which directly affect the smooth functioning of customer care cen-
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The Paradoxes of the customer care centres
eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality has realised the constitutional mandate 

to decentralise municipal service providers to close proximity, accessible, making 
them empowering and uniform across communities. It has been noted that essen-
tial services were distributed unequally to previously disadvantaged communities 
as compared to their previously advantaged counterparts. The Local Government 
Municipal Systems Act (Act 32 of 2000) preamble requires this sphere to move 
progressively towards the social and economic upliftment of communities and the 
provision of basic services to all people, specifically to the poor and the disadvan-
taged. Thus, section 73(1) of the Municipal Systems Act states that a municipality 
must give effect to the provisions of the Constitution and (a) give priority to the basic 
needs of the local community; (b) promote the development of the local commu-
nity; and (c) ensure that all members of the local community have access to at least 
the minimum level of basic municipal services. Furthermore, section 73(2) of the 
latter Act indicate that municipal services must (c) be equitable and accessible, (b) 
be provided in a manner that is conducive to the prudent, economic, efficient and 
effective use of available resources. Cripps, Erning & McMahon (2004: 3) argue 
that municipal operations are to be accessible to the people, to undertake public 
consultation and to be accountable for the utilisation of funds and the services 
provided. It can be deduced that the latter prescript intends to promote universal 
access to essential services that are affordable to all citizens. Therefore, municipal 
officials should work collaboratively with communities in order to understand and 
serve them with services distinct to their communities. 

The creation of the customer care centres within eThekwini Metropolitan 
Municipality is intended to provide all communities rural or urban, with a wide 
range of services in close proximity to them, as well as responding to their distinct 
community needs. Currently the situation is usually understood in an opposite 
light. Different attempts have been made by the South African government through 
legislation and strategies with the aim to include communities on the planning 
and implementation of government led programmes (as in the case of the Sizakala 
centres). Such attempts include Chapter 11 of the White Paper of 1997 on the 
Transformation of the Public Service (Batho Pele White Paper) which prioritises 
the principle of affordability and the principle redirecting resources to areas and 
groups previously under-resourced. The White Paper on Local Government 1998 
emphasises that municipalities need to be responsive to the needs of local com-
munities and should further implement Local Government Turnaround Strategy 
(LGTAS). This LGTS has its intention to ensure that municipalities are reoriented 
and supported to meet the basic community needs. 

Administrative discourses of the Customer Care Centres
The Local government Municipal Systems Act (Act 32 of 2000) refers to basic 

municipal services as a service that is necessary to ensure an acceptable and rea-

employees. Dzansi & Dzansi (2010: 996) are of the opinion that, while most of 
the legislation is well intended and designed to correct some of the wrongs of the 
apartheid past, the same have turned out to be misused or abused. Mle & Maclean 
(2011: 1376) argue that such malpractices are characterised by constant tensions 
which derail service delivery (Dzansi & Dzansi, 2010:996 and Mathekga, 2006: 
88-107) and have the potential to divide an institution into camps. The authors fur-
ther allude that irregularities uncovered included bid rigging; the awarding of ten-
ders to city employees and councillors and the by-passing of the tender processes 
in favour of certain suppliers, consultants and contractors. 

Mafunisa (2003: 88) discusses the politicised bureaucracy model in the South 
African context, implying that rewards and appointments are made on the basis 
of blind allegiance to the ruling party (the ANC in the context of this the EThe-
kwini Metropolitan Municipality) by public servants, and not on the basis of the 
merit system. This scholar further indicates that the resultant of such appointments 
are serious tensions and confusion between office bearers and senior public ser-
vants with the meddling and interfering of political office bearers in administrative 
matters. The Municipal Systems Amendment Act (Act 7 of 2011) bars municipal 
managers and managers directly accountable to municipal managers from holding 
political office in political parties. Section 54 A(3)(a) of the same Act prescribes that 
the if person appointed does not have the prescribed skills, expertise, competen-
cies or qualifications or (b) the appointment was otherwise made in contravention 
of the Act. This is exacerbated by the fact that positions created and filled are not 
responding to organisational needs (Herndon, 2000). The appointments merely 
grant access to resources by politicians through a cadre deployment policy which 
undermines diversity, equity, competition and a conducive organisational culture. 
Mafunisa (2000: 13) consent with this assertion by stating that, in the Local Sphere 
of Government, there is a tendency for public officials to use their official positions 
to serve and enrich themselves and those close to them.

The current state of the eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality’s customer care 
centres are indicative of the cheap political patronage system and a weak gov-
ernment institutions, as in most cases politicians allegedly interfere with opera-
tional functions of officials rather than focussing on their political mandates as well 
as leadership and governance issues. Phago (2012: 61) is of the view that since 
municipal councils include the legislative and executive authorities within munici-
palities, it is imperative to bear in mind that political environment (especially 
elected councillors) influences municipal activities directly. Shafrits (1985: 415) 
argues that the politics-administration dichotomy holds that political interference 
in administration would erode the opportunity for administrative efficiency; that 
the policy-making activities of government ought to be wholly separated from the 
administrative functions and that administrators had to have an explicit assignment 
of objectives before they could begin to develop an efficient administrative system. 
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taken through a collecting and exploring data without predetermined theoretical 
or descriptive framework (Yin, 2003).

Research strategy
A qualitative case study research method was used to gather data and provided 

perspective on the functioning of the customer care centres honed within eThe-
kwini Metropolitan Municipality’s Regional Centres Unit. As Swanson & Holton 
(1997) state that a qualitative design is appropriate for this study because it is used 
when a researcher wants to study a phenomenon in its natural setting and interpret 
it in terms of the meanings attached in that situation. Patton (2001) supports the 
notion of researcher’s involvement and immersion into the research by stating that 
the real world are subject to change and therefore, a qualitative researcher should 
be present during the changes to record an event after and before the change 
occurs. 

Sampling method
This qualitative survey study used a non-probability purposive sampling as the 

researcher was conducted a survey within a small population of 53 employees. 
This sampling technique is supported by Neuman (2000) in that this form of sample 
is often used when working with very small samples as it is a case in this paper.

Data collection methods
In-depth interviews were conducted with Regional Centres Unit’s customer care 

assistants and supervisors. A qualitative explorative design was used in the research 
to gather information about employees’ experiences on the municipal services pro-
vided, human capacity and the availability of office equipment in the Sizakala 
Centre.  This qualitative research approach was conducted through semi-structured 
interviews amongst the population size of 56. The population of this study was 
divided into three geographical areas within eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality, 
namely the central, south and north area. The number of interviews conducted in 
the central area were 26, in the South were 11 and while 19 interviewees were 
conducted in the north. Furthermore, the Sizakala Care Centres were under the 
supervision of the Regional Centres unit which has a three Tier Model which con-
stitutes First Stop Shops, Thusong Customer Centres and Regional One-Stop Shops. 
Each area had one main Regional One-Stop shop and First Shops, which were 
distributed unequally throughout these areas, hence reporting to the Regional One 
Stops shops’ managers. Within eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality, there was 
one Thusong Customer located in Clermont under, the Pinetown Area, 11 First Stop 
Shops in the Pinetown Area, 4 in the South and North respectively.

The semi-structured questionnaires were researcher administered to a popula-
tion size of 56 respondents. The researcher conducted interviews within a period of 
three months. The following questions were consistently posed to the respondents 
in different locations such as their current responsibilities, functions and services 
offered to the communities, competencies, challenges and solutions to the identi-

sonable quality of life and, if not provided, would endanger public health or safety 
or the environment which was also adopted by the Local Government Municipal 
Finance Management Act of 2003 (Act 56 of 2003). The Sphere of Local Govern-
ment functions on the front line to delivering needed and desired service such as 
electricity, sanitation, municipal road maintenance, clean drinking water to citi-
zens (Kettl & Fesler, 2008).  However, confusion and non-delivery is usually fuelled 
by the ignorance and the incapacity of officials on what service delivery means to 
the citizens. Such a lack of clarity on the services to be rendered by municipalities 
from the Constitution and Municipal Systems Act has further opened up a dis-
course on service delivery. This is because the discourse is also seen through com-
mentators in the public sphere who regularly deliberate on the notion of govern-
ment’s failure to deliver services without conceptualising or contextualising service 
delivery (Nkuna & Nemutanzhela, 2012: 364). These scholars further argue that it 
is not surprising that communities have hijacked the concept of service delivery to 
refer to anything that relates to government. 

The South African public administration has been evolving over the past years 
from the public management to New Public Management (NPM), whereas leg-
islation is still static and associated with outmoded applications in modern gov-
ernance. Siswana (2007: 87) alludes that traditional public administration does 
not promote a results-based management (RBM) model, a model which ensures 
a linkage between input-output-outcomes that is crystal clear and implemented. 
There is therefore motivation that South African legislations should transform and 
be aligned to the new dynamics of New Public Management (NPM) which adopts 
the philosophy and principles of the private sector of managerialism. 

The latter statement is concurred with by Mthembu (2001: 2), who contends 
that a shift from public administration to management is highly commendable due 
to the fact that South Africa, like other countries, is not immune to the impact of 
globalisation on the Public Service. The author further comments that the public 
management model should be a strategy to meet the challenges of globalisation 
and to promote professionalism, accountability, transparency and service-oriented 
Public Service. Despite the invention of customer care centres in local govern-
ment, these centres have seldom been mentioned in public administration litera-
ture (Caillier, 2009: 292). As the result, public organisations did not place a heavy 
emphasis on customer care service until municipalities began using private sector 
concepts to reform the bureaucracy in the 1980s (Hendrick, 2000).

Research design, approach and method
Research approach
Due to the limited published information regarding the level of services pro-

vided and capacity of customer service centres in municipalities, an inductive 
research approach was followed for this paper. This is because research was under-
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Table 1: Services offered by Sizakala Centres

Urban core or CBD Rural areas Peri-urban areas

• Development Planning

• Treasury Department

• Geographical Information 

Systems

• Building Inspectors

• Rates Department

• Hall bookings

• Enquiries about Parks, water

• Valuation Roll online

• Checking of traffic fines

• Environmental Health

• Surveyor General diagrams

• Sceptic tank applications

• Application for business 

licensing

• Voter registration

• Reporting of illegal businesses

• Prepaid electricity

• Enquires on water and elec-

tricity

• Enquiries on Home Affairs 

Department matters

• Independent Electoral Council 

(IEC) registration.

• Certification of documents

• Assisting councillors with 

general matters

• Proof of residence application 

forms

• Printing of billing statements

• Receiving complaints on 

water, storm water matters

• Enquiries on environmental 

health issues

• Transfer of title deeds

• Constituency Office

• City Secretariat councillor’s 

office

• Application forms for employ-

ment

Source: Own Observation

The low statistics for customers who used these peripheral centres makes it dif-
ficult to justify the value for money for the officials who were appointed, as they 
were not fully utilised. The research findings further state that customer care centres 
located in massive townships such as Hammarsdale, Clermont and Hambanathi 
operate without certain departments or services mostly needed by the communi-
ties. Such crucial essential services include prepaid electricity computer cards, an 
urban planning department, a business support office, consequently, clients were 
referred to Regional One Stop Shops which were cost inefficient for the customers 
(refer to Table 1 above). 

The fragmentation of business processes were evident in this research as the 
majority of the Customer Care Assistants had minimal knowledge of how to use 
and access municipal oriented programmes and software such as, COINS system, 
which plays a pivotal role in viewing customer’s accounts and processing. Another 
notable finding was the fact that part time (labour brokers/agency hired) staff mem-
bers from electricity department were not allowed to access programmes of up to 
R3500 prepaid the electricity which was a disadvantage for the consumers as the 
centres were dominated by employees from the labour brokers. The rural customer 
centres were inefficiently and ineffectively managed as there was no office equip-
ment such as networked computers with software, security measures and furniture. 

fied challenges. Hence, this paper focuses on the provision and rendering of equi-
table services including the availability of resources and office equipment within 
the centres.

Researcher’s role and recording of data
An in-depth interview was researcher administered with the respondents based 

on their willingness to partaking into the research without the breach of their con-
fidentiality. Thus, the researcher documented all deliberations solicited from the 
interviewees and produced a summary of the key points categorised in terms of the 
geographical location of the centres. The eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality’s 
Integrated Development Plan (IDP) was also used as the primary source of data as 
an attempt of triangulating the findings from the in-depth interviews.

Data analysis
This paper used a qualitative writing approach based on the researcher’s inter-

pretation. The researcher categorised and classified data into meaningful units for 
the appropriate category and verified relationships and developed conclusions 
thereof.

DATA INTERPRETATION AND FINDINGS
In/equitable offering of services
The qualitative enquiry has revealed disparities in services provided by the cus-

tomer care centres throughout eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality. The findings 
have shown fatal disparities in the services provided by the First Stops which are 
mainly located in peri-urban or rural areas as compared to the Regional One-Stop 
Shops, which are mostly located in the Central Business Districts (CBD). The dis-
parities were evident at the townships and rural centres (such as Klaarwater and 
Lower Molweni) whereby cashiers came once a week or not at all as a result of 
small numbers of customers who seldom visit the centre and who rather prefer to 
visit Pinetown (Regional One Stop Shop). The Customer Care Assistants have indi-
cated that they have not seen the value of decentralising these centres as customers 
were cherry-picking these centres by using urban core centres by virtue of abun-
dance of services provided and the capacity of employees, which was associated 
with efficiency. 
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efficacy of the customer care centres within the Sphere of Local Government in 
South Africa. In light of the aforesaid discursive arguments and triangulated find-
ings, it can be concluded that there was a huge gap between previously advan-
taged and disadvantaged communities in relation to human and resources capacity 
as well as services offered by the customer care centres. Furthermore, this study has 
shown a relationship between the capacity of employees and resources in the CBD 
is linked to the proper functioning of the centres, as compared to those located in 
the peri-urban or rural areas.

The research findings have shown the disparities between the services offered 
by the Customer Care Centres located in urban core and those in per-urban areas 
as contravening section 73 (2)(c) of the Municipal Systems Act of 2000. The Act 
indicates that “municipal services must be equitable and accessible to its commu-
nities”. The evidence provided by the research findings shows that certain essential 
personnel (such as cashiers) come once a week or not at all, which is in disagree-
ment with chapter 11 of the White Paper (1997) on the Transformation of the Public 
Service (Batho Pele) which prioritises the principle of redirecting resources to areas 
and groups previously under-resourced. Furthermore, this finding is in disagree-
ment with the White Paper on Local Government of 1998, Local Government Turn-
around Strategy (LTASs) and Venter (1998: 201) who emphasises that municipalities 
must meet the basic needs of communities. 

Another notable finding of this paper, which concurs with the South Africa 
Finance Minister (2012: 34) that citizens and tax payers do not get full value for 
money, as indicated in this that employees are not fully utilised in the peri-urban or 
rural areas due to low statistics of  customers visiting the centres (Mle, 2006: 20). 
Kondlo & Maserumule (2010: 7) and Mle & Maclean, 2001: 1364) confirm the find-
ings of this paper that daily evidence of service delivery protests by communities are 
also caused by non-delivery of expected services to communities. Mle (2006: 20) 
and the Constitution of South Africa in section 195 does oblige public sector institu-
tions to be efficient and effective in the use of resources and its availability. 

The fact that complaints lodged by customers to the centres might take long to 
be resolved (for up to three months) is supported by the 2011 State of the Nations 
Address by the President of the country that there have been many of complaints 
about local government. The research findings further found the unclear duplica-
tion of roles and responsibilities in these centres (in the case of Regional Centres 
managers and supervisors and that of the host departments). Meanwhile, different 
scholars are supportive of the research findings that political connections and net-
works (Mafunisa, 2003: 96); bid rigging and award of tenders to municipal employ-
ees and councillors (Mle & Maclean, 2011: 1334) and political considerations and 
low calibre of the deployees (Dzansi & Dzansi, 2010: 996) does hinder the smooth 
operations of the customer care centres.

The research results have displayed that lodged complaints by customers to these 
centres took more than three months to be resolved without any feedback.

Human and resources incapacity
The findings of the qualitative research conducted within eThekwini Metropoli-

tan Municipality’s Regional Centre’s Unit has shed some light on the infrastructure 
and availability of the office equipment needed in a customer care centre. The 
findings also showed inequalities in terms of the conditions of centres compared 
to those in the CBDs, which were better resources and equipped than those at the 
peri-urban or rural areas. These findings have indicated that offices in certain rural 
areas were operating in places such as containers or houses, which were owned by 
people who are unknown, making it difficult to revamp them. 

The Sizakala Centre officials in rural areas have confirmed that their centres 
were operating without office equipment such as networked computers, tele-
phones, municipal software and faxes (in the case of Kwa Ximba).  The employees 
employed by the Regional Centres Unit were either unqualified or semi-literate, 
which makes it difficult for some of them to use computers. The majority of the 
Customer Care Assistants confirmed that they were appointed through referrals by 
ward councillors or other politically deployed municipal officials without follow-
ing normal recruitment and selection processes. This evidenced by the fact that the 
majority of employees have shown a lack of knowledge on their responsibilities of 
their positions as they had no clearly defined job descriptions.

At KwaXimba Sizakala Centre (Central Area) the researcher has established that 
the septic tank toilet was full and it could not be located within the building, 
with no alternate proper sanitation facilities. Furthermore, the findings indicate that 
centres in the peri-urban (Hambanathi) and rural areas (Zwelibomvu) were dilapi-
dated without any plans for refurbishment. These centres, apart from the centres 
staff, host departments such as electricity, water and rates staff were also available 
with their clear and defined mandates. The paradoxes of the Regional Centres Unit 
were evidenced by the fact that Unit’ managers were performing some duties with-
out any management model coupled with minimal workload. The majority of the 
respondents have suggested that the municipality should redeploy them to other 
units as they were not effectively utilised.

The main purpose of this paper as conducted within eThekwini Metropolitan 
Municipality’s Regional Centres Unit undertook to assess whether services pro-
vided at the customer care centres are responsive to community needs. Further, the 
availability of resources and the capacity of employees to provide such services 
were considered. Thus, this paper challenges policy makers and decision-makers 
(especially politicians) to explore best practices on the utilisation of such centres 
and amend legislation with the aim to clarify types of services to be provided by 
municipal customer care centres which are responding to community needs. This 
paper contributes to the body of knowledge as there is limited information on the 
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CONCLUSION
The critically reviewed literature has been intertwined with the qualitatively 

analysed findings which yielded consistent results on the current conditions of the 
customer care centres within eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality. The findings 
of this study perceive the eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality to be politically 
infested with poor governance structures characterised by politically incompetent, 
inept and incorrect deployees. The research results have perspicuously revealed 
the disequilibrium in the quality and relevance of services provided, human capac-
ity, resources and infrastructure found at the previously advantaged settlements as 
compared to previously disadvantaged. Furthermore, this paper has tremendously 
shown how the existence of these centres have violated the constitution of the 
country and local government legislation on their input-oriented or bureaucratic 
mind-set without responding to the needs of distinct communities. This paper has 
yielded paradoxical findings on customer care centres indicating that political 
referrals were used to appoint most of the employees, acknowledging the defi-
ciencies caused by rigged recruitment and selection processes which contravene 
labour legislation.

RECOMMENDATIONS
In order to address the issues of poorly managed customer care centre, some of 

the following recommendations are advanced:
• Roles and responsibilities between administrative and political personnel 

should be clearly defined.
• A Work-Study specialist should determine the need and calculate the 

workload of all employees who are in the employ of the Regional Centres 
Unit and mainstream the business processes.

• A model should be invented for peri-urban and rural centres, such as intro-
ducing customer care mobile centres.

• A competency and skills audit is essential for employees and should be 
conducted in order to capacitate employees through skills development 
programmes.

• A fully constituted committee involving all key-stakeholders such as 
municipal officials, local community representatives and civil society 
should exist in order to assess and give advice on the type of centres and 
services that could be provided by the centre (when, where and how).

• Customer care services of the private sector should be imitated in order for 
the centres to be output-oriented or customer focussed.
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