
SOUTH AFRICA’S DEMOCRACY MATURES 

Over 200 parties contested South Africa’s local government elections on Wednesday 3rd August. Out of all of them 

one, the African National Congress (ANC), which has governed the country since the advent of democracy in 1994, 

secured 54% of the overall vote – more than all the others put together. It also emerged with a clear majority, or 

as the largest party, in 243 of the country’s 278 municipalities.1 Such a result would normally be considered a 

triumph; for the ANC, however, the result is a very serious defeat.  

Before we consider the reasons behind this defeat, and indeed why such an outcome can be seen as negative for 

the ANC, it is necessary to deal with one or two pre-election questions. 

Free and Fair?  

If an election is not conducted according to acceptable standards of independence, integrity and efficiency, its 

result will be unreliable. Fortunately, South Africa’s Independent Electoral Commission, a body which enjoys 

constitutional status and which reports to Parliament, not to government, has an international reputation for 

running credible elections. This was the ninth election it has conducted since 1994, and it once again proved its 

ability to deliver a smooth, orderly and transparent voting process. Apart from a few minor incidents, mostly due 

to equipment failure or adverse weather conditions, every citizen who wished to vote was able to do so, and every 

vote was counted, checked and audited.2 None of the political parties have recorded formal objections, and both 

local and international observers have endorsed the process and the outcome.    

Some concern has been expressed about the role played by the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC), 

which runs the country’s public radio and television services. It is supposed to be scrupulously non-partisan in its 

political coverage, but very few observers believe that it adheres to this mandate. In recent month’s voices critical 

of the government’s performance have been taken off air, and the former chief of news has admitted that he 

ordered reporters to ignore some important opposition party events. It is unclear, though, whether the SABC’s 

apparent bias towards the governing party has had any noticeable effect on voters’ choices.   

Pre-election Violence 

According to police estimates, 28 people were killed in violent incidents in the run-up to the election. Five of these 

died as a result of protests in the townships of the capital, Pretoria, caused by dissatisfaction over the ANC’s choice 

of mayoral candidate for the city. Almost all of the other killings were of existing or prospective councillors of the 

ANC, and can be attributed to local rivalries and contestation for positions of power. 

Although any election-related deaths are regrettable, it must be noted that these all took place in the context of 

intra-party disputes and tensions within the ANC. No killings of other party members were recorded and, indeed, 

apart from a few small incidents where party campaigners were threatened or verbally abused by supporters of 

rival parties, no significant violence occurred. It says much for the stability of South Africa’s electoral system, and 

for its growing maturity as a democracy, that the various parties and their supporters do not resort to violence 

against each other.     

We can now turn to an evaluation of the election outcome. 

The Voters Pass Judgement  

After 22 years of democracy, the pattern of South Africa’s electoral politics has been broken. Although the ANC’s 

share of the vote in both local government and general elections has been gradually declining over the last 10 to 

12 years, the drop this time was far more significant. From 63% in 2011 to 54% now represents a fall of 14% in 

support, which is far greater than the fall of 5% it experienced between the general elections of 2009 and 2014.  

Such a decline suggests that the ANC can no longer rely on its status as the party of liberation, the party of Nelson 

Mandela, and that the historical loyalties that in the past gave it up to 70% of the vote, are no longer decisive. All 

indications are that more and more traditional ANC voters, especially in the urban centres, are judging the party 

                                                             
1 This number will reduce slightly after the elections due to the amalgamation of some smaller municipalities in 
various regions of the country.   
2 In the Vumani district in the far north of the country some residents refused to take part in the elections as a 
protest against changes in their municipal boundaries. They appear to have intimidated many others who did 
wish to vote, but this clearly was not the responsibility of the IEC.    



on its ability to deliver services and benefits in the future, and not on the great achievements of more than 20 

years ago.  

Another, slightly different, interpretation is that up to now almost all African voters, both urban and rural, have 

believed that the ANC is the party most likely to satisfy their needs – to provide land, houses, jobs, social security, 

and generally improved material conditions. They continued to support it for as long as that belief seemed 

reasonable, but in the last few years their patience has begun to run out and they are increasingly prepared to see 

whether other parties might offer a better option.   

The figures clearly show that significant numbers of the ANC’s support-base have switched their votes to the two 

largest opposition parties, the Democratic Alliance (DA) and the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF). The DA 

received just over four million votes and, given the country’s racial demographics, probably no more than 1.5 

million of these can have come from whites. Even allowing for strong DA support among the ‘Coloured’ and ‘Asian’ 

sectors of the population, the implication is that at least 1.5 million DA votes came from African voters.  

The EFF polled 1.2 million votes and, again, the vast majority of these would have come from people who 

previously supported the ANC. So, the party that has governed South Africa virtually unchallenged since 1994 now 

finds itself under serious threat from two sides; and nowhere was that threat more apparent than in the major 

cities. 

The Metros 

The metropolitan municipalities, or metros, comprise the eight biggest cities together with their industrial and 

residential surrounding areas. They metros attract the most attention and are considered the biggest prizes in a 

local government election. 

Until this election, the ANC controlled all the metros except Cape Town, just as it controls all nine provinces except 

the Western Cape. In order to demonstrate real growth beyond its stronghold in the south west corner of the 

country, the opposition DA need to win at least one other metro, and make a good showing in the economic and 

administrative heartland of the country, Gauteng province, where three important metros are located: 

Johannesburg; Tshwane (which includes the capital city, Pretoria); and Ekhuruleni. While the DA did not achieve 

its hoped-for outright victory in the Nelson Mandela Bay metro, it did emerge as the biggest party and will have 

no trouble in governing with the help of one or two smaller parties.  

A bigger achievement, perhaps, was that the DA also got the most votes in Tshwane, and that it reduced the ANC’s 

majority very significantly in Johannesburg and in Ekhuruleni. The DA will almost certainly run Tshwane in 

coalition with the EFF and other small parties, and there is even a chance that it could take over Johannesburg if 

it can attract support from all the minor opposition parties as well as the EFF.  

The loss of Nelson Mandela Bay, which is in the ANC’s Eastern Cape heartland, together with the loss of Tshwane, 

the seat of the country’s government, and the potential loss of Johannesburg, are devastating blows to the party. 

The opposition now has the chance to show what it can offer the electorate in the most populous, most 

industrialised, and richest cities in the country, and to build towards the next general election in 2019. But to do 

so effectively, parties that do not naturally belong together will have to find ways of co-operating. 

Coalitions 

Unlike many European countries, South Africa is not used to the politics of coalition. As already noted, the ANC 

has governed nationally, and in almost all provinces and most municipalities, since 1994. A few smaller councils 

in rural areas have been run by two- or three-party coalitions, but up to now this has only happened once before 

in a metro, when the DA governed Cape Town after the 2006 municipal election with the help of various smaller 

parties.  

In terms of figures, the obvious partnerships will be between the DA and the EFF in Tshwane; the DA and a few 

small parties in Nelson Mandela Bay; and between the DA, the EFF and the small parties in Johannesburg. It is also 

possible that the ANC and the EFF could join forces to govern in Tshwane and Johannesburg, but this seems 

unlikely since the EFF has insisted on numerous occasions that it will not co-operate with the ANC.  

The DA and the EFF stand at opposite ends of the spectrum on certain policy matters. The former is committed to 

fiscal discipline, a free market, property rights, and economic growth through private sector investment. The EFF, 

on the other hand, adopts a broadly socialist stance on economic policy, is committed to massive redistribution of 



land, and advocates for widespread state intervention in order to create jobs and uplift the poor. At national 

government level it would be practically impossible for these two parties to work together, but at local level it 

might be easier. If they can agree to prioritise the delivery of services to poor communities, and to focus on 

eradicating corruption and mismanagement, then their ideological differences about how best to grow the 

economy will be less disruptive.  

It helps, too, that both the DA and the EFF are opposition parties with a common rival, the ANC, at national level; 

to some extent this makes them natural allies. For precisely the same reason, it seems much less likely that the 

ANC and the EFF would be able to maintain stable coalitions in Tshwane and Johannesburg. They would find 

themselves having to work together in two major cities while attacking each other vehemently in Parliament and 

in provincial legislatures.     

Old and New Divides 

Despite clear evidence that significant numbers of African voters have switched to the DA, it remains the case that 

our politics is still largely race-based. Figures for individual voting wards show that the DA easily won up to 90% 

of the vote in the wealthier suburbs with high concentrations of white voters, while the ANC similarly won up to 

90% in some rural wards and poor townships. So, although there has been movement, race still plays an important 

part in people’s political allegiances.  

This may be less obvious, however, among younger people. Although it is too early to know for certain, there are 

indications that young voters, who cannot personally remember the days of apartheid and who have grown up in 

freedom, feel themselves less bound to the parties that their parents and grandparents supported. The EFF, for 

example, seems to have benefited from this old/young divide. 

But perhaps the most significant divide now facing the country is that between the urban and rural areas. The 

economic situation in the cities is bad, but it is far worse in the countryside. There are no new jobs, infrastructure 

is weak in many areas, local government has little revenue base, and distances are great, which affects people’s 

ability to move in search of jobs, education, health-care and social opportunities. As this election has shown, most 

political attention is focused on the big cities.  

Many commentators have suggested that the ANC will gradually become a party of the rural areas, where its 

patronage networks and its ability to call upon historical loyalties will maintain its popularity; while the DA, and 

possibly the EFF, will continue to grow their support in the urban and industrialised centres. To some extent this 

is a natural dynamic, but it risks the poorer, more remote areas becoming more and more neglected, and more 

reliant on state hand-outs, while the cities attract investment, jobs and growth. In a country with a relatively high 

rural population, which itself has a high growth rate, this could be a recipe for instability.      

Looking to the Future 

In the weeks ahead there will be detailed studies of voting patterns in each ward of each municipality. These will 

show where and to what extent voters who previously supported the ANC have switched their votes to other 

parties; and where the ANC has strengthened its position. But even a quick glance indicates that there has been a 

general shift away from the ANC in most areas of the country, including those metros in which it still enjoys a 

comfortable majority.   

This trend places great pressure on the governing party as it looks towards the 2019 general election, and towards 

its own national conference at the end of 2017, when it must decide whether or not to retain Jacob Zuma as its 

leader. If the 14% decline it has suffered in this election is repeated in 2019, it will slide below 50% of the national 

vote and will no longer have a parliamentary majority. It will also lose control of the most important province, 

Gauteng.  

Many people, including a growing number within the ANC, believe that the party’s relatively poor performance in 

these elections is due in large measure to Mr Zuma’s deep unpopularity with the electorate. His tenure in office 

has been characterised by scandals, allegations of corruption, and the creation of contesting factions within his 

party. There will no doubt be a push to remove him from his position as both ANC and national leader before the 

expiry of his term of office, but Mr Zuma is a brilliant political tactician, and he has proved capable of surviving 

very difficult situations in the past. 

As far as the opposition is concerned, the election has reinforced the fact that only two parties really matter – the 

DA and the EFF. The Inkatha Freedom Party surprised everyone with its best performance for many years, but its 



influence is limited to northern KwaZulu-Natal; nationally, it won less the 5%. No other party managed even 1%. 

The DA grew from 24% in the 2011 local elections to 27% this time, a respectable increase of 11%; the EFF did 

not exist in 2011, but it grew from 6.3% in the 2014 general election to 8.2% this time, a significant increase of 

30%. But these increases themselves place pressure on these parties: they have to find ways of maintaining 

growth in 2019. They are still far behind the ANC in terms of the overall vote and, if they are to attract more 

support, they have to show dynamism and vigour.   

Conclusion 

In his speech before the official announcement of the results, Mr Zuma said that this election has shown that 

democracy is thriving in South Africa. “These elections were hotly contested, with competing parties passionately 

arguing their points of view in attempts to win the favour of the electorate. That is how it should be in a 

democracy,” he said. We can only agree with Mr Zuma; South Africa’s democratic record has been enhanced, and 

our electoral institutions have once again enabled the electorate to express its will clearly and credibly. And we 

may add that the voters have played their part too: the turn-out was just over 58%, the highest figure so far for a 

local government election in South Africa, and a high percentage by international standards. 

The question is sometimes asked: if the ANC loses an election, and has to give up power, will it accept or will it 

reject the decision of the people? This election has given us the answer. In Cape Town, the local ANC leader 

congratulated the DA on its performance, and admitted that his party has a lot of work to do to regain the faith of 

voters. In Nelson Mandela Bay, likewise, the ANC has accepted that it lost to a more popular party. In Tshwane, 

the ANC’s mayoral candidate admitted that the party was not surprised to have come second to the DA. In 

Johannesburg, the ANC leadership is approaching other parties with diffidence in order to try to form a coalition.  

There is no suggestion at all that the ANC will refuse to accept the outcome of this, or any future, election. 

Democracy is alive and well in South Africa, and the people have spoken.    
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