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Electoral Reform 

 
When the drafters of our Constitution agreed that our electoral system should always be broadly 
proportional, they were rightly concerned with ensuring that the diverse make-up and views of 
South Africa’s population would be reflected in Parliament. If Christians, or socialists, or 
environmentalists, want to get together as a block, launch a party and canvas support, the electoral 
system should be organised in such a way that these groups have a realistic chance of achieving 
representation in the legislature.  
 
Over the course of the last four general elections that goal has been achieved. There are a number of 
small, sectoral parties, such as the African Christian Democratic Party, AZAPO and the Freedom 
Front + which maintain a presence in Parliament due to the proportional representation system. 
Under a Westminster-style constituency system they, and most of our other parties, wouldn’t make 
it to Parliament at all. 
 
But of course the downsides of pure proportional representation (PR) are well known. It separates 
MPs from the electorate and places them squarely under the control of party hierarchies; it 
diminishes accountability; it potentially relegates Parliament to a rubber-stamp for legislation and 
policy decided by the executive; and it blurs the separation of powers between executive and 
legislature. The solution is a fairly obvious one: South Africa should adopt one of the many hybrid 
electoral systems that are used elsewhere in the world to combine the fairness and representivity of 
a PR system with the better accountability and connectedness of a constituency system.  
 
Up until recently, the governing party has declined to consider such a change. The report on 
electoral reform drawn up more than 10 years ago by the Slabbert Commission for President Mbeki 
has never been published for debate; and when the DA tabled a private members’ Bill on the issue 
earlier this year, the ANC chief whip rejected it. But last month, the ANC secretary-general, Gwede 
Mantashe, said it was something that ‘we can talk about’ if other parties wanted it; and it now 
appears that the private members’ Bill will be discussed by the Home Affairs committee, though 
perhaps only next year.  
 
Against this background, yesterday’s call for electoral reform by Arts and Culture Minister Paul 
Mashatile is significant1. Mr Mashatile is the first senior ANC leader (apart from his cabinet post he 
is the party’s Gauteng chairperson and a former premier of the province) to propose a change in the 
way we elect MPs. And he has clearly identified the reasons why such a change is increasingly seen 

                                                 
1 http://www.bdlive.co.za/national/politics/2013/07/25/mashatile-wants-constituencies-for-mps  

http://www.bdlive.co.za/national/politics/2013/07/25/mashatile-wants-constituencies-for-mps


as necessary: it is critical for Parliament to be ‘in closer touch with the people’; and ‘there will be 
more accountability once MPs are elected directly by constituencies’.  
 
It may be that the introduction of a constituency/proportional hybrid system would negatively affect 
some of our smaller parties, but it is worth noting that some of them – the ACDP for example – 
have had no trouble winning seats in municipalities, where a combination of PR and direct ward 
candidates already applies. Nevertheless, most experts seem to agree that a move towards 
constituency representation would favour the larger parties. Whether a reduction in the present 
diversity of Parliament, with fewer voices from sectoral minorities, would be a price worth paying 
for greater accountability and responsiveness on the part of MPs is the question that needs to be 
debated. Mr Mashatile’s call hopefully signals that the governing party will soon be prepared to 
enter fully into that debate. 
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