
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Electoral Reform: Do we need to change the way we vote? 

 

1. Introduction 

Section 46(1) of the Constitution of South Africa 
provides that the National Assembly must be 
composed of “women and men elected in terms of 
an electoral system that results, in general, in 
proportional representation.” Although this 
provision does not require pure proportional 
representation – in other words, a system that 
contains some degree of direct or constituency 
representation might well be valid – this is what 
has been followed since 1994. Parties earn seats 
in strict arithmetical accordance with the number 
of votes they get at an election.   

For some time it has been debated whether South 
Africa should adopt an electoral system that has 
some features of geographical representation. 
There are many such ‘hybrid’ options in use 
around the world and, as with pure PR, they all 
have their advantages and their drawbacks. Part 
of the reason for the debate here is the perception 
that voters, especially young ones, are losing faith 
in the electoral system; they supposedly feel that 
politicians are out of touch with their concerns, 
and that citizens have no direct say in who 
represents them in Parliament.  

This debate is unlikely to be settled soon, but 
neither is it likely to disappear. It tends to fade 
away between elections, and to surface again 
when the parties release their electoral lists every 
five years. 

 

2. The Pros and Cons   

It is argued, for various reasons, that pure PR is 
the fairest electoral system. Firstly, it reveals very  

 

clearly the numerical support that the different 
parties enjoy; this kind of certainty helps to build 
trust in representative democracy, as was the case 
back in 1994 when the popularity of the parties, 
especially among voters who had hitherto been 
denied the vote, was largely unknown. Secondly, it 
avoids situations such as those that regularly 
occur in constituency-based systems, where a 
party can win power because it gains a 
preponderance of seats, even though it earns 
fewer votes than its rival.1 Thirdly, it does away 
with the ‘wasted votes’ problem – votes cast for 
the losing candidate(s) in a winner-take-all 
constituency count for nothing and do not 
influence the composition of the legislature. 
Fourthly, this system allows small parties to gain 
a foothold in Parliament; in South Africa, one 
quarter of one percent of the national vote is equal 
to one seat in the National Assembly. This permits 
social groups which fear marginalisation, or which 
choose to promote a particular ethnic, linguistic, 
religious or geographic agenda, to do so (albeit 
usually with only a handful of MPs). 

But the problems with pure PR are also well 
known. For one thing, it tends to reduce MPs to 
mere functionaries who do little more than fulfil 
the instructions of their party head offices; no 
matter what they think as individuals, and no 
matter what their experience of an issue might be 
from oversight visits or from considering 
submissions and expert views, they are generally 
required to endorse the party line. In the case of 
the ruling party, this means that the government 
(the executive), which is made up almost entirely 
of senior figures in that party, can exercise 
effective control over the legislature – not a 
satisfactory situation under a Constitution that 
favours the separation of powers.  
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It also creates a gap between the representatives 
and those they represent. No one in this country 
can call on the assistance of his or her MP in the 
way that people can in Zimbabwe or the United 
Kingdom, for example. The fact that the bigger 
parties try to maintain an informal system of 
‘constituency’ offices does not compensate for this. 
Taken together, it is argued, pure PR creates a 
situation where MPs’ accountability runs upwards 
to their party hierarchies, rather than downwards 
to the voters.  

Clearly, the answer to pure PR’s problems cannot 
simply be to adopt a Westminster-style 
constituency system. On the one hand, it would 
reduce our Parliament to an assembly of two, 
perhaps three, parties;2  on the other, we would 
simply swap one set of problems for another. 
Therefore, if it is ever agreed that we need to move 
away from pure PR, it must be to a system that 
combines elements of both – a mixed or hybrid 
system.          

 

3. The Common Electoral Systems  

There are three main electoral systems used 
across the world: majority/plurality; proportional 
representation; and mixed or hybrid systems.  
 
Majority/Plurality: These systems require a 
candidate to have an outright majority (over 50% 
of the vote) or a relative majority, also called a 
plurality (more votes than any other candidate) in 
order to secure election. This is often viewed as 
the oldest and simplest system. In South Africa, 
half of our municipal councillors are elected in this 
way, on the basis of winning a plurality of votes in 
their specific wards. It is also sometimes called a 
‘constituency system’ and it is used in a number of 
former British colonies, as well as in the UK today.   

Proportional representation: As discussed above, 
this system strives to represent all those who 
participate in an election, from the majority to the 
various small minority groups. The two main 
types of PR are distinguished by their use of ‘open’ 
and ‘closed’ party lists. Closed list systems – such 
as South Africa’s – present voters with lists of 
candidates chosen by the parties themselves 
according to their own criteria; voters have no  

way of choosing individual candidates out of these 
lists, and can vote only for the party itself. Open 
list systems, of which there are many versions, 
some of them extremely complex, allow voters a 

degree of choice from among the lists put forward 
by the parties. For example, a candidate placed 
fairly low on a party’s list could attract more votes 
than a more highly-placed candidate, and thereby 
win a seat.3    

Mixed/Hybrid Systems: Some writers describe 
mixed systems as combining elements of the 
majority and PR systems, and reserve ‘hybrid’ for 
situations where two different systems are used in 
different areas of a country.4 For our purposes this 
distinction is academic. What matters is that there 
are many variations of these hybrid or mixed 
systems, all of which try to blend together the best 
aspects of the two main systems – majority and PR 
– in a way that maximises their advantages and 
minimises their disadvantages. Some of these 
mixed systems will be mentioned below. In South 
Africa, we use a mixed system at local government 
level: half the councillors in a municipality are 
elected in wards where a simple plurality wins the 
seat, and the other half are elected from party lists 
in accordance with pure PR. It is hoped that this 
results both in direct accountability by the ward 
councillors to their constituents and in a balance 
of power that is reflective of the overall strength 
of the parties in the municipality concerned.     

 

4. Electoral Systems of SA’s Neighbours 

Botswana uses a single-member plurality, first-
past-the-post electoral system for multiparty 
elections, and the President is elected by the 
National Assembly.5  

Lesotho uses a mixed-member proportional 
(MMP) system, in which 80 members are elected 
in first-past-the-post constituency elections, and 
40 through proportional representation.6  

Like South Africa, Mozambique has had multiparty 
elections since 1994, but with a different electoral 
process. Proportional representation is used for 
electing the Assembly of the Republic and for the 
President.7 However, to be elected a presidential 
candidate needs to get more than 50% of the vote 
or a run-off will be held between the two strongest 
candidates.8 

In Namibia the National Assembly is elected via  

proportional representation, while the President 
is directly elected by the voters, and requires an 
absolute majority.   



3 
BP 487 Electoral Reform: Do we need to change the way we vote? 

 
 

The landlocked Kingdom of Eswatini (Swaziland) 
is an absolute monarchy and has a unique 
electoral system, known as the Tinkhundla system. 
Eswatini is divided into constituencies 
(tinkhundla) which are subdivided into chiefdoms, 
and has first-past-post constituency elections. 9 
The voters of each of several chiefdoms in an 
inkhundla nominate candidates to stand for 
election. These then compete with other 
candidates nominated in this way to represent the 
inkhundla in the House of Assembly. But this is 
only an advisory body. Ultimately the power lies 
with the monarch who is head of state.10  

Zimbabwe’s electoral system is a mixed or hybrid 
one consisting of 210 single-member majority 
constituencies as well as 60 proportional 
representation seats, reserved for women. The 
President is directly elected by voters, and 
requires an absolute majority.11   

 

5. Changing South Africa’s Electoral System?  

The call for electoral reform in South Africa has 
been an on-going conversation for years, recently 
amplified due to a perceived increase in voter 
apathy. Some argue for a move away from the 
proportional representation closed list system, as 
it does not fit the times, does not fully represent 
the needs and wants of the citizens, and does not 
strengthen our democracy. Furthermore, they say, 
the current electoral system has created a single-
party hegemony through the ANC consistently 
winning the elections since 1994. This, in turn, has 
resulted in ever-increasing voter apathy, which 
can be seen from the continuing trend of lower 
voter turnouts since the first (1994) election.  

Electoral reform does not guarantee a perfect 
electoral system, but it can certainly address some 
of the more glaring weaknesses.  For example, a 
solution that has been proposed for the problem 
of lack of responsiveness and accountability on 
the part of our MPs is that the PR closed-list 
system should be changed to a PR open-list system. 
Here, the electorate would directly choose the 
candidates that would eventually land up in 
parliament, thus (theoretically) improving 
accountability and responsiveness to citizens. If  

candidates do not follow through on their 
commitments they will face the consequence of 
not being re-elected. However, this solution also 
presents problems in terms of practicality due to 

the sheer numbers of candidates and the ability of 
the electorate to understand such a system.12   

Alternatively, it has been suggested that a direct 
vote by the electorate for the President, provincial 
premiers, and mayors would be good for South 
Africa because it would force political parties to 
pick candidates with the utmost care in order to 
attract voters, rather than to serve parties’ 
internal or factional interests.13 It would also help 
to strengthen the responsiveness and 
accountability of these key figures because of the 
negative consequences they would face if they 
failed to fulfil their promises to the electorate.  

Some supporters of reforming the PR closed-list 
system refer to the 2003 report of the Van Zyl 
Slabbert Commission on Electoral Reform, which 
recommended replacing the current system with 
a mixed one involving multi-member 
constituencies and proportional representation 
for national and provincial elections. They see this 
as a way to help deepen democracy by ensuring 
accountability, fairness, inclusiveness and 
simplicity. But, again, opponents of change point 
out that while these recommendations were well 
intended, they may unnecessarily complicate the 
electoral system.  

Others note that merely reforming the electoral 
system is no guarantee of improved performance 
by elected representatives. Speaking at a CPLO 
Roundtable Discussion in September, Prof Steven 
Friedman pointed out that we have had a mixed 
system at local government level for years, but 
there was no evidence to show that this had 
resulted in increased levels of confidence in 
councillors or in better service delivery by 
municipalities.     

 

6. Conclusion 

The results of our elections since 1994 suggest 
that South Africa voters retain strong loyalties to 
‘their’ political parties. We do not see the major 
swings in support that are common in some 
established democracies, resulting in fairly 
regular changes of government. This being so, it 
could be argued that voters will simply look past 
individual candidates to the parties they  

represent, and vote accordingly. If that is true, 
electoral reform would probably not serve much 
purpose. 
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On the other hand, there is nothing to lose by a 
gradual adaptation of our system to introduce 
some degree of individual accountability on the 
part of public representatives. This could be 
achieved without sacrificing the important 
principle of proportionality, and while it might not 
bring immediate benefits in terms of 
responsiveness to the voters and better oversight 
of the executive, it would at least open the door.  

Over the years since 1994 we have seen the ANC 
repeatedly distracted by in-fighting and factional 
struggles from its central task of governing the 
country. Similar problems afflicted COPE soon 
after it split from the ANC, and effectively 
destroyed that party after a promising start. Now 
the DA is going through a period of intra-party 
bloodletting which can only serve to divert it from 
its commitment to voters to fix the problems of 
Johannesburg and Tshwane, and to maintain the 

relatively good standards of governance that it has 
achieved in Cape Town and the Western Cape.     

Our pure PR electoral system is not the cause of 
these problems, but the way in which it insulates 
politicians from direct accountability to the voters 
is very probably a contributory factor, allowing 
them to focus more on power struggles and 
personal ambitions than on serving the nation. 
Electoral reform might be just what is needed to 
remind them of where their real priorities ought 
to lie.   
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1 In the 1948 election, which ushered in the age of apartheid, the National Party won 40% of the (white) vote, while 
the United Party won 50%. But the latter’s votes were concentrated in the urban areas, where it was almost 
unchallenged, while the NP picked up numerous rural constituencies, sometimes by small margins, thereby gaining a 
majority of seats.  
2 The ANC would be the largest party in most constituencies, with the DA probably winning a number of urban seats, 
plus a handful of rural seats in the Western Cape. The IFP would likely win half-a-dozen seats in KwaZulu-Natal. It is 
hard to see any other party gaining even a relative majority anywhere in the country.  
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Open_list  
4 In the UK, for example, one system is used for elections to the Westminster Parliament while a different system is 
used for elections to the Scottish Assembly. One could therefore talk about a hybrid system in the UK as a whole. 
5 https://www.eisa.org.za/wep/bot4.htm 
6 https://www.eisa.org.za/wep/les4.htm 
7 https://www.eisa.org.za/wep/moz4.htm 
8 https://www.eisa.org.za/wep/moz4.htm 
9 https://www.eisa.org.za/wep/swa4.htm 
10 https://www.eisa.org.za/wep/swa4.htm 
11 https://www.iol.co.za/news/africa/how-does-zimbabwes-voting-system-work-16315095  
12 https://www.wits.ac.za/news/latest-news/in-their-own-words/2018/2018-10/sas-electoral-system-is-weak-on-
accountability.html 
13 https://theconversation.com/south-africa-needs-electoral-reform-but-presidents-powers-need-watching-888203 
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