
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cadre Deployment 
 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 
 
Appearing before the Zondo Commission of 
Enquiry in April this year in his capacity as 
president of the ANC, Cyril Ramaphosa made a 
robust defence of the policy of cadre deployment. 
While there were “weaknesses in its practical 
implementation”, it “cannot be faulted in 
principle; it is a common feature of democratic 
practice around the world.” Without this policy, he 
argued, the ANC would not be able to carry out its 
electoral mandate.2 
 
A few months later, Mavuso Msimang, an ANC 
veteran and member of the party’s National 
Executive Committee, told a conference that 
"cadre deployment has been a disaster […] I’m not 
aware of how it has demonstrably benefited the 
state.”3 
 
These contradictory assessments by two of the 
governing party’s most senior leaders highlight 
just how controversial the policy of cadre 
deployment has become (or, indeed, in the view of 
some people, always has been). It can no longer be 
seriously denied that it is at least partly 
responsible for the parlous state of governance at 
all levels; for widespread corruption in the public 
sector; and for the near collapse of numerous 
state-owned enterprises (SOEs).  
 

But there are other, more principled, objections to 
the continuation of this policy. It offends against 
the Constitution; it conflates party and state; and 
it undermines democratic accountability. It has 
also turned what should have been a temporary, 
transitional measure into an entrenched centre-
piece which encourages the dangerous belief that 
party-political loyalty opens the door to lucrative 
public sector employment. 
 
Twenty-seven years after the ANC came to power, 
it is very difficult to come up with any cogent 
reason why this policy should not be scrapped in 
its entirety. 
 
 
2. Background 
 
Clearly, when the democratically-elected 
government took over from its apartheid 
predecessor in 1994, it had to do something to 
change the racial and ideological character of the 
state administration, public institutions, and 
security sector that it inherited. All these were 
almost exclusively white-dominated, and with a 
very strong preponderance of National Party 
supporters in the senior ranks.  
 
In a document published a fortnight before the 
1994 elections, the ANC explained the need for 
‘affirmative action’ as follows: “What we are trying 

 
“The tragedy of our country is that it is replete with people who have 
the knowledge and commitment to make our towns, cities and society 
work. The problem is that they are mostly not to be found within the 
ANC and so we continue sabotaging ourselves with a series of own 
goals.”1 
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to do is to South Africanise South Africa. This 
means that we wish all public institutions and 
organs of public authority to possess a truly South 
African quality. Within the framework of 
universally accepted principles of good and fair 
government, they must look like and behave as 
South Africans.” And, “the public, all the public, 
must have confidence that they are dealing with a 
civil service and protected by an army and police 
service that have a national character and a 
national vision.”4   
 
It is hard to quibble with these sentiments. 
However, a few years later, in 1999, the ANC 
journal Umrabulo explained, under the title 
‘Winning hegemony’, the point of the party’s 
deployment of cadres to state positions:  
 

“Our programme of prioritising key centers of 
power for deployment should therefore 
continue. However, this should not be a 
mechanical process of simply deploying your 
troops, but should go hand-in-hand with the 
movement having a programme of engaging 
with the institutions we seek to transform - 
hence the importance of our decision for the 
continual mass presence of the ANC. […] The 
responsibility of our cadres (e.g. those located 
within the state) in such circumstances is to use 
whatever power they have to ensure that [ANC] 
transformation policies are accepted and 
implemented.”5 

 
Cadre deployment is thus a narrower, more 
pointed, endeavour than affirmative action, and 
one aimed unashamedly at achieving hegemony – 
dominance by one party – rather than at building 
civil and security services with a truly “national 
character and national vision”. This is in line, of 
course, with the meaning of the term cadre in 
revolutionary parlance: a well-trained nucleus of 
loyal activists who can be trusted to carry out 
party policy.  
 
The ANC’s 1994 affirmative action stance should 
have been, and arguably was, a reasonable and 
temporary expedient to undo the imbalances of 
the past and to create the conditions for a non-
partisan state tasked with and capable of social 
upliftment and redress. But by 1999 the emphasis 
had shifted, with cadre deployment emerging as a 
permanent, structural means to consolidate 
power, rather than a way of building a capable 
state. In that sense, cadre deployment, far from 
reversing the malign state engineering of the 
apartheid era, has merely replicated it, albeit with 

a different ideological accent. It is something that 
serves the party, not the people. 
 
 
3. Unconstitutionality 
 
Proponents of cadre deployment claim that it is 
not inconsistent with the Constitution. President 
Ramaphosa, for example, says:  
 

“[I]n identifying suitable candidates for 
positions in public entities, the ANC does not 
seek to circumvent the established and often 
legally mandated processes for the 
appointment of individuals to these positions. 
Candidates are still expected to submit their 
applications, meet the necessary requirements 
and be subjected to the normal processes of 
recruitment, selection and appointment”.6 

 
The ‘normal processes’ he mentions derive from 
section 195(1) of the Constitution, which is 
headed ‘Basic values and principles governing 
public administration.’ Various subsections 
mention values like efficiency, impartiality, 
fairness and accountability before subsection (i) 
sums it up as follows:  
 

“Public administration must be broadly 
representative of the South African people, 
with employment and personnel management 
practices based on ability, objectivity, fairness 
and the need to redress the imbalances of the 
past to achieve broad representation.”  

 
Nowhere in that list of criteria is there any 
mention of the right of a political party, even one 
with an outright majority, to insert its candidates 
into the recruitment and selection processes with 
a practically guaranteed outcome. Bear in mind 
that the term is ‘cadre deployment’, not ‘cadre 
nomination’. There would be no quibble if the 
ANC, along with other parties and interest groups, 
merely nominated its members for vacant 
positions, as long as the ultimate selection process 
was fair and objective. The problem with the 
present cadre deployment policy is that it 
embraces both nomination and selection, and that 
is what very clearly violates section 195(1)(i). 
Even if an ANC cadre happens to be perfectly able 
for the post in question, it cannot be claimed that 
his or her appointment is either objective 
(because a subjective criterion, party affiliation, 
has been taken into account) or fair (on the other 
applicants who happen not to be cadres of the 
governing party).     
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If any further clarity were needed as to the 
unconstitutionality of cadre deployment, section 
197(3) supplies it: “No employee of the public 
service may be favoured or prejudiced only 
because that person supports a particular political 
party or cause.”  
 
There is also a broader sense in which the policy is 
unconstitutional: it conflates party and state, 
something which flatly contradicts the 
Constitution’s vision of a multi-party system of 
government. For such a system to work each party 
must have, in principle at least, an equal 
opportunity to contest for popular support on the 
basis of its policies and track record. In this 
process, the state should be a bystander and, if it 
is called upon to assist in some aspect of the 
political process – running an election, for 
example, or supplying information needed by a 
party for purposes of developing its policies – it 
should do so in a scrupulously non-partisan way. 
But once cadre deployment has peopled the offices 
of the civil service with governing party loyalists, 
such non-partisanship goes out the window and 
the other parties are reduced to the role of 
bystanders.      
 
 
4. Undermining the State 
 
Over the years the ANC has often expressed its 
desire to build a capable, developmental state. It 
appears to think that cadre deployment is an 
important strategy for achieving this goal, but the 
opposite is more likely to be the case. 
 
4.1. Professionalism and merit 
 
A capable state, which genuinely strives to 
develop its country, requires an efficient, 
professional civil service staffed, as far as possible, 
by people dedicated to public service rather than 
to the transient success of a political party. In 
countries like the UK and India, with a strong 
tradition of professionalism in the civil service, 
there is fierce competition for places and stiff 
exams must be passed. In France, to name one 
other example, there is a post-graduate university, 
the École nationale d'administration, set up to 
produce highly-trained and professional civil 
service leaders.7  
 
Deployed cadres, on the other hand, owe their 
places to a greater or lesser extent to their political 
affiliation rather than to their training, 
qualifications, experience or track record. The 
large number of people who, having failed to 

perform adequately in one branch of the civil 
service – even having proved themselves to be 
corrupt or incompetent – have merely been 
redeployed to another branch, is illustrative of the 
problem. No capable state can be built on such 
foundations. 
 
The importance for multi-party democracy of a 
professional civil service cannot be overstated. 
Without it, an incoming governing party would be 
unable to govern until it had removed much of the 
existing complement of civil servants and replaced 
them with others less beholden to the previous 
governing party. The correlation in many mature 
multi-party democracies between stable and 
orderly transfers of power after elections, and the 
existence of a professional, non-partisan civil 
service, speaks for itself.   
 
4.2. Non-accountability 
 
Accountability is a key concept in our Constitution. 
It is mentioned in section 1 as a foundational 
value, along with openness and responsiveness, 
on the part of government; and, as already noted, 
it appears in section 195(1), subsection (f) of 
which reads: “Public administration must be 
accountable.”  
 
All that really needs to be said in this regard is that 
the object of that accountability is supposed to be 
us, the people, and not a political party, no matter 
how popular that party might be. 
 
4.3. Incompetence, ineptitude and entitlement 
 
It may well be that quite a number of ANC cadres 
deployed into the civil service or state owned 
companies are competent, qualified and diligent. 
The problem is that many of them are not, and the 
policy of cadre deployment tends to downplay the 
importance of such objective criteria. As long as 
party loyalty is the key requirement, other points 
will take second place. It might be argued that the 
approach is to select only cadres who are as 
qualified as competing non-cadres; that their 
party loyalty is an additional factor in their favour, 
rather than a substitute for objective factors. 
Apart from the fact that the history of cadre 
deployment shows this not to be the case, even if 
it were true it would still offend against the 
principles of state employment – in which party 
loyalty should be an irrelevant consideration. 
 
Entitlement flows from the sense that, having been 
deployed to a position by the governing party, one 
does not necessarily need to perform as well as if 
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one were not a cadre. Cadreship, in this sense, 
offers its own job security and a degree, 
sometimes a very high degree, of protection from 
the normal consequences of non-performance.    
   
4.4. Corruption 
 
The link between cadre deployment and 
corruption probably doesn’t need to be spelled 
out. Anyone whose job is effectively guaranteed by 
factors outside of ability and performance is likely 
to be tempted to use that job for self-advancement. 
If that goal can be camouflaged as part of the task 
of advancing governing party interests, so much 
the better.  
 
4.5. Municipal and SOE decline 
 
Only 27 out of 253 municipalities received clean 
audits from the Auditor General in 2021. In the 
case of state-owned enterprises, it is difficult to 
think of more than a handful that are operating 
efficiently and sustainably. Certainly, a number of 
SOEs have had to contend with difficult 
circumstances and adverse operating conditions, 
and some municipalities have faced great 
challenges in getting their residents to pay for 
services, but the correlation between cadre 
deployment on the one hand, and the overall 
weakness of municipalities and SOEs on the other, 
simply cannot be brushed aside. The fact that, of 
the 27 ‘clean’ municipalities, 14 were in the 
Western Cape, where ANC cadre deployment is 
least common, tells its own story.8    
 
 
5. Everyone Does It? 
 
It is sometimes argued that all political parties in 
South Africa undertake cadre deployment when 
they get the chance; and indeed that it is a common 
practice in democracies all over the world. Three 
things can be said about this, briefly. 
 
Firstly, there is not much evidence that other 
parties do it. Admittedly, the ANC’s dominance has 
been such that only the DA, and to a lesser extent 
the IFP, have had the opportunity of governing at 
provincial and municipal level. There may have 
been a few instances of cadre deployment by these 
parties, but they pale into insignificance compared 
to the ANC’s record in this regard.9 In addition, the 
ANC is perfectly open about having a deployment 
committee which meets regularly to make 
decisions about which cadres will go where. There 
is no suggestion that the other parties follow such 
a practice.        

 
Secondly, it is undoubtedly the case that the 
practice is widespread in some other countries, 
but this tends to be less and less so the more 
genuinely democratic the countries are, and the 
more that non-partisanship is valued in public 
service. Thus, in China not only the whole of the 
state apparatus but much of commerce and 
industry is built on the deployment of loyal cadres 
of the Communist Party. In the USA, where there is 
a strong tradition of partisan appointments 
(usually via elections) of various officials at state, 
county and city level, such as judges, prosecutors, 
school-board members, down to the proverbial 
dog-catcher, it could be argued that a system of 
indirect cadre deployment obtains. The question 
is surely, though, whether these are systems that 
we should be emulating; the constitutional 
architecture of our politics, as noted above, is 
firmly against it.    
   
Thirdly, the mere fact that ‘everybody does it’ can 
never be an acceptable reason for doing 
something wrong. South Africa prides itself on 
having made a remarkable transition from 
apartheid to democracy, and on having formulated 
a universally admired Constitution. There is no 
reason why we should sully both these 
achievements by tolerating a practice that is both 
anti-democratic and unconstitutional. 
  
 
6. Conclusion 
 
The quote from Mavuso Msimang earlier in this 
paper may be an indication that some in the ANC 
are having second thoughts about cadre 
deployment. Perhaps sensing the mood when he 
appeared at the Zondo Commission, the 
organisation’s chairperson, Gwede Mantashe, 
tried to shift the emphasis from ‘cadres’ to 
‘competence’, although he left his audience 
unclear as to whether or not the policy still 
existed.10  
 
The party’s recent poor performance in the 
municipal elections may also be a spur to a 
reconsideration of cadre deployment – the link 
between the policy and the shocking 
underperformance of so many municipalities 
cannot have escaped the ANC’s leadership, 
whether or not they would admit it publicly. The 
appointment of people like André de Ruyter to 
Eskom and Shamila Batohi to the National 
Prosecuting Authority may be further indications 
that, when the situation is desperate enough, and 
previous cadre deployments have failed, the 
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governing party is capable of casting a wider net 
and making merit-based appointments.11    
 

In the end, hopefully, the ANC will realise that 
cadre deployment is bad for the country, and that 

what is bad for the country is also, in the long term, 
bad for its chances of remaining in government. 
Self-interest then, in the absence of a conversion 
to constitutional rectitude on this question, may 
be enough to see a gradual end to the deployment 
of cadres.  
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