
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Policy Proposal for Reforming South Africa’s Local Government System 

Congress of the People (COPE) 

Local Government Summit, 23 June 2025 

 

Preamble 

The Congress of the People (COPE) presents this integrated policy proposal to transform South Africa’s 

local government system, addressing systemic crises in governance, administration, service delivery, 

and public trust. Drawing on COPE’s Proposed Policy Framework (June 2025), Farouk Cassim’s 

Structural Reform Blueprint (June 2025), Roelf Pretorius’s independent proposals, and the Discussion 

Document on the Review of the White Paper on Local Government (WPLG26, April 2025), this proposal 

offers a bold, evidence-based roadmap for reform.  

Our vision is for a resilient, ethical, citizen-centric, and developmentally focused local government 

system that restores legitimacy, delivers equitable services, and addresses modern challenges such as 

climate change and technological transformation. This proposal aligns with COPE’s commitment to 

constitutional values, democratic accountability, and professional public management. 

1. Key Challenges 

South Africa’s local government system faces a legitimacy crisis driven by:  

 Governance Instability: Frequent coalition collapses and politicisation of municipal executives, 

exacerbated by frivolous motions of no confidence.  

 Administrative Dysfunction: High vacancy rates, declining expertise, and political interference 

in municipal management.  

 Service Delivery Failures: Infrastructure decay, spatial inequalities, and poor maintenance, 

particularly in outlying areas.  

 Electoral Ambiguities: Over-reliance on proportional representation (PR) and weak ward 

councillor accountability.  

 Financial Unsustainability: Grant dependency, poor financial management, and rampant 

corruption.  

 Modern Challenges: Inadequate integration of traditional leadership, climate resilience, and 

digital transformation. 

2. Strategic Objectives 

 Stabilise Governance and Coalition Politics: Ensure stable, accountable municipal executives 

and reduce political interference.  



 

 Professionalise Administration: Build competent, apolitical, and permanent municipal 

management teams.  

 Enhance Service Delivery: Prioritise equitable infrastructure maintenance and citizen-centric 

services.  

 Reform Electoral Processes: Strengthen ward democracy and ensure proportional 

representation.  

 Promote Financial Sustainability: Develop sustainable revenue models and combat 

corruption.  

 Address Modern Challenges: Integrate traditional leadership, climate resilience, and 

technology into governance. 

3. Policy and Structural Reform Proposals 

A. Stabilising Governance and Coalition Politics 

Rationale: Governance instability, driven by frequent executive removals and coalition breakdowns, 

undermines functionality and public trust (WPLG26).  

Proposals:  

 Two-Thirds Majority for Executive Removals: Require a two-thirds council majority for 

motions of no confidence or impeachments, preceded by an independent legal panel 

confirming constitutional violations (e.g., gross misconduct or service delivery failure).  

 Implementation: Amend the Municipal Structures Act (MSA) by March 2026, drawing 

on the 2020 Nelson Mandela Bay case. 

 Flexible Coalition Formation: Remove the two-week limit for forming coalitions post-election. 

Elect the Speaker and key positions within two weeks, with the previous executive serving as 

a caretaker until a majority coalition is formed.  

 Implementation: Revise the MSA by 2026, inspired by European models of extended 

coalition negotiations. 

 Stricter Councillor Eligibility: Mandate minimum competency (NQF6 or equivalent 

experience) to reduce turnover and incompetence.  

 Implementation: Amend the Municipal Electoral Act by 2026, with training via SALGA. 

Expected Outcome: Reduced coalition instability, fewer disruptive executive changes, and enhanced 

councillor competence, fostering trust and effective governance. 

B. Professionalising Municipal Administration 

Rationale: High vacancy rates, declining expertise, and political interference weaken administration 

(WPLG26).  

Proposals:  

 Permanent Municipal Manager (MM) Appointments: Appoint MMs as permanent career 

officials after a 12-month probation covering a complete annual cycle (budget, IDP, audit).  



 

 Implementation: Amend the Municipal Systems Act (MSA) by 2026, with probation 

overseen by an independent panel. 

 Specialised MM Qualifications: Require NQF9 (Master’s) in Municipal Administration 

(covering by-law enforcement, maintenance, and service delivery) and NQF8 (Bachelor’s) in 

Politics or Political Science.  

 Implementation: Partner with universities to develop NQF9 curricula by 2027; source 

international qualifications until available locally. 

 Depoliticised Administration: Prohibit MMs and senior administrators from holding political 

affiliations.  

 Implementation: Enforce via MSA amendments and Public Service Commission 

oversight by 2026. 

Expected Outcome: Competent, independent MMs capable of managing complex municipal functions, 

reducing political interference, and improving service delivery. 

C. Enhancing Service Delivery and Infrastructure 

Rationale: Infrastructure decay, spatial inequalities, and capacity shortages drive service delivery 

failures (WPLG26).  

Proposals:  

 Geographical Executive Responsibilities: Assign executive committee members to oversee 

service delivery in designated geographical units, chairing meetings with ward councillors to 

consolidate issues for the mayoral committee.  

 Implementation: Amend MSA by 2026, with KPIs tied to outlying area service delivery. 

 Portfolio Committee Reform: Allow Heads of Departments (HODs) or their appointees to chair 

portfolio committees, or assign executive members as chairs without departmental roles, 

ensuring HODs report solely to Ministers of Ministries (MMs).  

 Implementation: Revise MSA by 2026 to clarify roles and reduce political interference. 

 Ward-Based Development Mandates (WDMs): Introduce ward-level SDBIP dashboards and 

quarterly public feedback to enhance transparency and accountability.  

 Implementation: Roll out dashboards via municipalities and SALGA by 2027. 

 Technology-Driven Delivery: Use AI, IoT, and data analytics for predictive maintenance. 

Address the digital divide (34% of households lack internet) with community Wi-Fi points.  

 Implementation: Partner with the national government and the private sector for 

funding by 2027. 

Expected Outcome: Equitable service delivery, reduced neglect of outlying areas, improved 

infrastructure, and restored citizen trust. 

D. Reforming Municipal Elections and Representation 

Rationale: Electoral ambiguities and excessive PR compromise proportionality and ward accountability 

(Pretorius, WPLG26).  



 

Proposals:  

 Direct election of Mayors by voters: Change the law to enable voters to elect Mayors, as 

opposed to political party lists directly. This enhances accountability and fosters a closer 

connection with the people. 

 Proportional Election Reform: Eliminate adding ward votes to PR calculations and prohibit 

candidates from standing in multiple wards.  

 Implementation: Amend the Municipal Electoral Act by 2026, overseen by the IEC. 

 Reduce PR Councillors: Halve PR councillor numbers to ensure ward councillor majority, 

reducing council sizes by 25%.  

 Implementation: Amend the Municipal Structures Act by 2026. 

 Empower Ward Committees: Provide training, budgets, and resources to enhance community 

participation.  

 Implementation: Allocate funding via CoGTA and SALGA by 2027. 

Expected Outcome: Proportional elections, stronger ward representation, and increased community 

engagement, enhancing democratic legitimacy. 

E. Ensuring Financial Sustainability and Combating Corruption 

Rationale: Unsustainable revenue models, poor financial management, and corruption undermine 

functionality (WPLG26).  

Proposals:  

 Sustainable Revenue Models: Develop differentiated strategies (e.g., property rates for 

metros, alternative models for rural areas) to reduce grant dependency.  

 Implementation: Pilot models via CoGTA by 2027, with national rollout by 2030. 

 Anti-Corruption Framework: Establish an independent municipal anti-corruption unit and 

mandate post-deviation audits for contracts over R500,000, supported by a National Deviation 

Register.  

 Implementation: Create a unit under CoGTA by 2026, with annual parliamentary 

reporting. 

 Financial Management Training: Requires NQF7 qualifications for CFOs to improve billing, 

debt collection, and expenditure.  

 Implementation: Enforce via MSA amendments and National Treasury training by 

2026. 

Expected Outcome: Fiscal stability, reduced corruption, and improved financial management, 

restoring public confidence. 

 

 

 



 

F. Addressing Modern Challenges 

Rationale: Weak integration of traditional leadership, climate pressures, and technological gaps 

hinders inclusive governance (WPLG26).  

Proposals:  

 Traditional Leadership Integration: Establish joint planning committees with traditional 

leaders for rural governance and service delivery.  

 Implementation: Formalise via MSA amendments by 2026, with CoGTA support. 

 Climate Resilience: Mandate climate adaptation plans, supported by national funding for 

disaster preparedness.  

 Implementation: Integrate plans into IDPs with CoGTA funding by 2027. 

 Technological Capacity Building: Train administrators in digital tools and cybersecurity, with 

AI and IoT for municipal operations.  

 Implementation: Partner with the private sector for training by 2027. 

 Local Development Compacts (LDCs): Create compacts for climate, crime, transport, water, 

and economic inclusion, involving stakeholders.  

 Implementation: Pilot LDCs via CoGTA and SALGA by 2027. 

Expected Outcome: Inclusive governance, climate-resilient municipalities, and technology-enabled 

operations, meeting modern demands. 

 

4. Implementation Timeline 

Phase Key Actions Timeline Lead Entities 

1 Amend, Municipal Systems Act, and Electoral Act 
2025–

2026 
Parliament, CoGTA 

2 
Launch MM probation, anti-corruption unit, and revenue 

model pilots 
2026 CoGTA, SALGA, Treasury 

3 
Roll out ward dashboards, geographical executive roles, 

and LDCs 

2026–

2027 

Municipalities, SALGA, 

CoGTA 

4 
Develop NQF9 curricula, digital infrastructure, and 

climate plans 

2026–

2028 

DHET, CoGTA, Private 

Sector 

5 Evaluate reforms and scale successful interventions 
2029–

2031 
CoGTA, Civil Society 

 

 

 



 

5. Monitoring and Evaluation 

 Independent Oversight Authority: Established under CoGTA to track progress, with annual 

parliamentary reports.  

 Transparent Dashboards: Publicly accessible dashboards for ward-level performance and 

reform milestones.  

 Stakeholder Engagement: Involve SALGA, municipalities, civil society, academia, and 

traditional leaders in co-design and implementation. 

 

6. Conclusion 

COPE’s integrated policy proposal presents a coherent and actionable vision for rebuilding South 

Africa’s local government system. By stabilising governance, professionalising administration, 

prioritising service delivery, reforming elections, ensuring financial sustainability, and addressing 

modern challenges, we aim to restore public trust and deliver equitable, resilient services.  

We call on the Local Government Summit to adopt this framework as a cornerstone of South Africa’s 

national local government review process. As COPE affirms: “Without stable, ethical, and 

developmental local governments, our democracy cannot thrive.” 

 

End of Proposal 
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