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Editorial comment

Dereliction of democratic duty
No one needs more bad news, at this time. But it keeps coming.

By Martin Nicol

In April, the DM168 newspaper’s 
front page revealed “the 
dangerously disgusting state 
of South Africa’s rivers which 

are being polluted by failing sewage 
treatment works.” It’s research found 
that “more than half of all South 
Africa’s sewage treatment works are 
not functioning as they should.” 

Our municipalities are run by 
democratically elected councils. The 
councillors have been singularly inept 
at holding to account the executive 
mayors and municipal managers who 
are responsible for sanitation and 
water infrastructure.

The job of councillors – and our 
elected representatives in provincial 
governments and Parliament – is to 
decide how funds collected from the 
public should best be spent and to 
ensure that the executive authorities 
deliver services in line with budgets. 

The public sector spends R5-billion 
a year on expert monitors who check 
on spending, and where problems 
exist. The Auditor-General even gives 
advice on where controls are weak and 
need improvement. 

Our representatives swear oaths 
and accept remuneration, but, by and 
large, they do not play the roles they 
are assigned as checks and balances on 
executive action.

In early 2021, IFAA reported on its 
ongoing “Checks and Balances” project. 
This started life in 2019 with a focus on 
Parliament and the Auditor-General. 
The aim was to help Parliament perform 
better, after repeated calls from the 

Auditor-General for Parliament to act on 
recommendations to stop the theft and 
abuse of public funds.

The research pointed to steps 
Parliament could take to improve its 
performance. But IFAA concluded that 
the main source of the problem with 
our democracy is the poor quality of 
our public representatives. Former 
President and chairperson of the IFFA 
Board Kgalema Motlanthe has called on 
Parliament to get its house in order and 

ethical representatives. 
We do not have a way of choosing 

the best people as MPs, municipal 
councillors or members of provincial 
legislatures. Democracy does not 

majority of elected representatives lack 
backbones, capability and dedication to 
the public good.

PERMANENT COVID
Even with vaccines, COVID-19 is 

going to remain part of our future. 
COVID-19 issues add a new dimension to 
bad news and long-existing challenges.

Busani Ngcaweni and Jacqueline 

harmful impacts of COVID-19 on 
the economy and on poverty and 
inequality. As Operation Vulindlela, the 
government’s infrastructure plan gets 
underway, they argue that bureaucratic 
and other systemic and institutional 

recovery plan is to succeed.
Other articles, on education, the just 

transition and action against gender-
based violence, deal with standing 

controversies. All the issues raised will 
be hampered and conditioned by our 
COVID-19 responses.

Despite COVID-19, violence has re-
ignited across Africa, from Mozambique 
to Nigeria and from Chad to Somalia. 
New Agenda
the present crisis in Ethiopia, which 
has returned to war to settle political 
disagreements. We also recognise the 
125-year anniversary of the defeat of 
an Italian colonial army at the Battle 
of Adwa in 1896 by a united force of 
Ethiopian defenders.

At a time in which we gasp in 
amazement at the destruction of the 
African Studies Library at UCT, we 
include an interview and book review 
dealing with an innovative effort to tell 
our history using comics and the format 
of the graphic novel.

Desiree Lewis, applies a lens of de-
colonial analysis to her review of Patric 
Tariq Mellet’s book The Lie of 1652. Bad 
news – now better understood.
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