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Abstract

This paper examines the implications of municipal re-demarcations on service delivery through a case
study of the Collins Chabane and JB Marks local municipalities in South Africa. The former is the result
of a merger of two rural areas that were carved out of adjoining municipalities. The latter was
established following the amalgamation of the erstwhile municipalities of Tlokwe and Ventersdorp,
including the major centre of Potchefstroom. Thus, the two case studies are quite distinct in terms of
racial demographics and history. Between 1995 and 2016, South Africa witnessed a significant
reduction in the number of its municipalities, from over 800 racially based local authorities to 257
democratically elected municipalities. This trend reflects a belief that smaller municipalities are
inefficient and not financially viable. However this study’s empirical findings, which were mainly
obtained through a survey, suggest that mergers do not necessarily lead to improved local government
capacity or efficient service delivery. The paper recommends further consideration of alternative
models that can improve service delivery efficiency through voluntary cooperation or other
collaborative arrangements.

Keywords: Municipal demarcation, re-demarcations, mergers, amalgamation, service delivery,
borders/boundaries

Introduction

Municipal demarcation in post-apartheid South Africa has been characterised by hostile reactions, often
from the affected communities and, at times, from the opposition political parties in government.
Researchers believe that this is because municipal boundaries have a great influence on citizens’ access
to public services. Shale (2005, p. 2) claims that local boundaries should be drawn to ensure that local
authorities can achieve better delivery of public services. For Cameron (2006, p. 76), the inclusion of a
poorer area in a richer jurisdiction can lead to a better standard of services, while the inclusion of an

area in a poorer jurisdiction often leads to inadequate access to services.
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The initial post-apartheid re-demarcations, undertaken in preparation for the first non-racial democratic
local government elections in 1995, attracted widespread disapproval by some residents of wealthy
districts, who objected to incorporating with surrounding poorer areas (Matemba 2000, p. 4; Hornby
2004, pp. 30-31). Similar objections followed the incorporation of certain ethnic groups such as the
Xhitsong-speaking community of Malamulele into the Thulamela Local Municipality (predominantly
Venda-speaking) in 2000. Mavungu (2012, p. 63) tells of the violent protests in cross-boundary areas
such as Khutsong, Matatiele and Moutse as a result of the abolition, in preparation for the 2006
municipal elections, of municipalities that had previously straddled provincial boundaries. Likewise,
the re-demarcations proposed for the 2016 municipal elections were opposed in a number of areas across
the country. For example, a merger in Free State Province was opposed by the residents of Metsimaholo
Local Municipality who did not want to be incorporated with Ngwathe because they believed the
neighbouring municipality was poorer, had problems with maladministration and would benefit from

‘their” municipal resources (Holomisa 2016, para. 3; Municipal 1Q 2013, p. 1).

The two municipalities that are the subject of this paper, the JB Marks and Collins Chabane Local
Municipalities, were established as part of the re-demarcation exercise prior to the 2016 municipal
elections. With a population of over 240,000 people, JB Marks forms part of the Dr Kenneth Kaunda
District Municipality® in the North West Province (categories of municipalities in South Africa are
shown in Table 1). The amalgamation process combined the relatively large population of 180,000 in
Tlokwe with 64,000 in Ventersdorp. Africans make up the majority of the population followed by
Whites, Coloureds and Indians. Tlokwe comprised a mix of substantial urban areas, including
Potchefstroom, Promosa and lkageng townships, major agricultural holdings and rural hinterlands.
Ventersdorp, on the other hand, was a vast rural/commercial farming area including Ventersdorp town,
Tshing and Toevlug townships, and six villages. Potchefstroom is an important town and business
centre about 140 km south-west of Johannesburg, and home to North-West University (JB Marks Local
Municipality 2017a, pp. 43, 46).

Collins Chabane is some 190 km north of the Limpopo Province capital, Polokwane. It was created by
the amalgamation of two large rural areas excised from neighbouring municipalities. The new
municipality covers 5,003 km2 with a population of approximately 347,000. Apart from the two main
towns, namely Malamulele and Vuwani, it includes 173 villages and three informal settlements. The

population is almost entirely African (Collins Chabane Local Municipality 2017, pp. 19, 28).

These two case studies were chosen because their mergers were marked by forceful community protests.

In 2015, for the first time since the inception of the independent Municipal Demarcation Board (MDB)

! District municipalities undertake certain ‘higher order’ service delivery and planning functions across multiple
local municipalities.
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in 1998, the Minister of the Department of Cooperative Governance (DCG)? invoked Section 22(2) of
the Local Government: Municipal Demarcation Act 1998 by requesting the MDB to reopen
determination of the outer boundaries of specific municipalities. This was an extraordinary request
which came about two years after the original completion in 2013 of the re-demarcations for the 2016
local government election. In addition, the request was a major departure from the existing criteria of
local government demarcations because, for the first time, municipal financial viability and
functionality were placed at the core of boundary changes (Khumalo and Ncube 2016, p. 1; DCG 2015,
p. 25). After accepting the Minister’s request, the MDB decided to proceed with the re-determination

of 19 local municipalities across seven provinces (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Outcomes of the 2015 re-determinations

Section 22 Re-determinations (2015)

Source: Municipal Demarcation Board (2016, p. 30)
Note: JB Marks is shown as no. 19 and Collins Chabane as no. 16.

The case of Collins Chabane (16 on the map) is very complicated. Out of the nine provinces of South
Africa, Limpopo is unique because its population is made up of Venda, Pedi and Tsonga tribal groups
that lived under separate homelands during the apartheid era. The MDB took a decision to merge two
rural areas, namely Malamulele (a portion of the Thulamela Local Municipality dominated by the
Tsonga people) and Vuwani (a portion of the Makhado Local Municipality dominated by the Venda
people) to form a completely new municipality, namely Collins Chabane. This sparked violent protests

by Vuwani community members who did not want to be part of the Tsonga-dominated municipality. In

2 As a national government department, DCG is mandated by the 1996 constitution to develop national policies
and legislation with regard to local government and to monitor implementation thereafter.
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2016 demonstrations degenerated into damage of public property, especially public schools (Mukwevho
2016). Malamulele residents had been demanding a separate municipality from Thulamela since 2000.
Fuelling this demand was the claim that Thulamela was channelling services to Venda-speaking areas,
(especially Thohoyandou, where the municipal council sits) to the detriment of the Malamulele
community (Mdumela 2016).

Objection to the creation of JB Marks Local Municipality (19 on the map) was also widespread, with
Ventersdorp residents opposing the merger for fear of losing jobs and business opportunities under the
new administration with its headquarters in the former Tlokwe. On the other hand, residents of Tlokwe
(including affluent areas of Potchefstroom) thought they would be disadvantaged when it came to the
provision of municipal services. Ventersdorp was described as poor and rural with little to offer (eNews
Channel Africa 2015). The opposition Democratic Alliance (DA) political party fought the merger in
court but failed. In an urgent court application, the party alleged that the MDB was targeting
municipalities falling under its (the DA’s) control and those municipalities that the party had prospects
to control in the near future. It saw the merger as favouring the ruling party, the African National
Congress (ANC) (MDB 2015, p. 2).

Against that background, this article explores perceptions of the influence of municipal boundaries and
mergers on the capacity of municipalities, the way they perform their functions, and citizens’ access to
public services. The sections which follow cover the theoretical rationale for local government
structural reform; the history of municipal re-demarcations in post-apartheid South Africa; service
delivery and related challenges; the research methodology and findings; plus, a conclusion and

recommendations.

Theoretical rationale for local government structural reform

This section analyses the theoretical framework within which local government structural reform in
South Africa is located. Structural reform, which involves reconfiguration of the number, types and size
of municipalities, appears globally to be the most visible strategy for ‘improving’ or ‘strengthening’
systems of local government, often in concert with financial and jurisdictional reforms (Garcea and
LeSage 2005, cited in Dollery and Robotti 2008, p. 15). Typically, it is aimed at enhancing
administrative capacity and efficiency by enlarging the territorial and population base of local
governments through mergers (Boyle 2016, p. 9), the thesis being that a larger demographic base allows
municipalities to achieve what smaller authorities cannot. Increased size is associated with more
efficient, cost-effective service delivery as well as with a broader range of specialised and better services
in both quantitative and qualitative terms. Citizen satisfaction is therefore expected to increase along
with an increase in the size of local government units (Hansen 2015, pp. 374-375; Cameron and Milne
2013, p. 3).
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Devkota (2014) reports that most European countries, as well as a number of others outside Europe
such as Israel, Australia, Canada and Japan, have reduced their number of local governments through
amalgamations for those reasons. However, a number of reports suggest that poorer service delivery
and citizen dissatisfaction may also arise when moving operations to a merged entity (Fox and Gurley
2006, p. 35). Opponents of mergers argue that bigger municipalities are less able to recognise what
people want and to provide the differentiated package of tailored services that people seek (Mohammed
2015, pp. 173-174).

Structural reform may also involve ‘fragmentation’ — dividing a bigger municipality into smaller
jurisdictions. Under fragmentation, a small-scale two-tier system comprising an upper-tier governing
body (usually region, district or metropolitan area) plus lower-tier or area municipalities including
towns and villages, may be created. The upper tier that provides region-wide services is characterised
by economies of scale and externalities, whereas the lower tiers are responsible for services of a local
nature. In some instances, their roles overlap, leading to claims that costs are higher because of waste
and duplication (Ezekiel and Oriakhogba 2015, p. 207). Fragmentation has been embraced by many
countries in recent years; however, a number of obstacles often prevent smaller municipalities from
providing efficient public services. Part of the problem is their limited human resource capacity in the
face of constant pressure to maintain and improve services. Often, in countries that are characterised by
a high degree of political and administrative centralisation, smaller municipalities end up playing

smaller roles (Buis and Boex 2015, pp. 7-8).

More recently, the debate surrounding local government reform has been complicated by the emergence
of a layer of inter-municipal bodies that are considered easier to implement than structural changes —
namely, forms of voluntary cooperation between municipalities, collaborative arrangements and
special-purpose districts (Ezekiel and Oriakhogba 2015). Somerville and Gibbs (2012, p. 6) describe
voluntary cooperation as an arrangement between geographically adjacent councils sharing resources
on an ad hoc basis and operating on a needs basis whenever and wherever the perceived need for
cooperation arises. Collaborative arrangements encourage existing smaller local councils to share scarce
resources in the provision of services. Benefits cited as arising from such arrangements include cost
savings, increased opportunities for regional and sub-regional strategic development, provision of a
service not otherwise available, improved access to technical expertise and higher-quality work
(Somerville and Gibbs 2012, p. 8). Special-purpose districts provide region-wide services such as
education, transportation, water and waste management services (Ezekiel and Oriakhogba 2015, p.
205). To some extent, special-purpose districts in other countries correspond to South Africa’s district

municipalities (see Table 1).

This discussion of structural reform raises the question of whether or not the repeated amalgamations

of municipalities carried out in South Africa since 1995 represent the most appropriate local government
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reform. Specifically, this paper asks the following question: Was municipal re-demarcation the
appropriate approach to apply in the two cases under investigation?

Post-apartheid municipal demarcation in South Africa

No unified system of local government existed under the apartheid regime in South Africa. Therefore,
following the historic 1994 national and provincial elections that ushered in the new democratic
dispensation, it was necessary to determine new boundaries, and in some cases to re-determine existing
boundaries to establish a non-racial democratic local government system (de Visser 2009, p. 8). This
exercise required the drafting of extensive legislation and the repeal or amendment of prior legislation
regarding the demarcation of boundaries, as well as the establishment of structures, systems and
financial management. In particular, the Local Government: Municipal Demarcation Act 1998 provided
for the establishment of an independent MDB and procedure for the demarcation of local government
boundaries. Section 24 of the Act explicitly states that when the MDB considers municipal demarcation
or re-demarcation, its objective is to establish an area that would enable the municipality for that area
to fulfil its constitutional obligations. Such municipalities would have a tax base as inclusive as possible

of users of municipal services in their jurisdictions.

The MDB has the mandate to determine and re-determine municipal boundaries and wards in line with
the election cycle every five years. Re-demarcation ranges from minor technical alignments of the
boundaries between municipalities to major changes, which could include amalgamating some
municipalities and demarcating new municipal areas (MDB 2014, pp. 8-9). Apart from the MDB’s own
initiatives and proposals from the national Minister for Cooperative Governance, a provincial Member
of the Executive Council for local government, a municipality, or any member of the public may

propose a boundary re-determination (MDB 2021, p. 9).

Table 1: Local government boundary demarcations in South Africa 1995-2016

Type of local government structure 1995/96 | 2000 | 2006 | 2011 | 2016
Transitional metro councils 6

Transitional metro sub-structures 24

Transitional local councils 494

Districts 52

Local councils 58

Representative councils 196

Category A: metropolitan municipalities (ie which have

exclusive municipal executive and legislative authority in their 6 6 8 8
area)

Category B: local municipalities (ie which share municipal

executive and legislative authority with a district) 232 231 226 205

Category C: district municipalities (ie which have municipal

executive and legislative authority in an area that includes 46 46 44 44
more than one local municipality)
Total 830 284 283 278 257

Source: Netswera (2019, p. 10); Republic of South Africa (1996, p. 78)
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Since 1995, municipal demarcation policy in South Africa shows a marked trend towards merging small
local municipalities. Over a period of two decades, the MDB has successfully reduced the total number
of municipalities from 830 to 257 (see Table 1). A summary of the reasoning behind the changing

configuration of municipalities is presented in Table 2.

Table 2: Reasons behind the reduction in the number of municipalities

Year Number Configuration type and reasons

1995/96 830 The initial transformation of local government involved integration of previously
separate, racially based systems that had been in existence in urban areas. Also,
local government had to be introduced in homelands that had not been covered
before, because they were under various forms of traditional governance.

2000 284 The reduction to 284 municipalities in 2000 was to further enhance integration as
part of creating ‘wall-to-wall’ local government across the whole of South Africa, thus
ensuring that all communities could benefit from the services and representation
offered by a municipality. For various reasons 17 municipalities across all three
categories (namely two metropolitan, eight local and seven district municipalities)
straddled a provincial boundary. Largely unpopulated areas like national parks were
demarcated into 26 district management areas (DMAS).

2006 283 Cross-boundary municipalities were abolished due to the difficulty of applying the
joint provincial administration system.

2011 278 The net loss of five municipalities was a result of the MDB’s decision to re-determine
boundaries due to population shift. Two local municipalities were re-categorised into
category A (metropolitan). Also, all the DMAs were incorporated into neighbouring
municipalities.

2016 257 The net reduction of 21 municipalities involved the re-determination of 19 local
municipalities in seven provinces. For the first time, municipal financial viability and
sustainability were placed at the core of boundary changes, a major departure from
the previous demarcation criteria.

Source: Netswera (2019, p. 180)

Municipal service delivery and related challenges in South Africa

According to Crous (2002, p. 19), “Service delivery is concerned with the provision of a product or
service by a government or government body to a community that it was promised to, or which is
expected by that community.” In this paper, and within the context of local government in South Africa,
service delivery refers to the provision of municipal services such as electricity, water, sanitation and
refuse removal, which are a constitutional mandate for municipalities. Section 152 of South Africa’s
constitution further requires municipalities to provide these services to communities in a sustainable
manner. Consequently, a municipality is considered a well-functioning entity if it is able to fulfil its
constitutional responsibilities within its financial and administrative capacity. Based on Schedule 4
(Part B) and Schedule 5 (Part B) of the constitution, Table 3 lists matters that fall under the jurisdiction
of local government and that are service-oriented in nature. These matters are significant, since they

improve the general welfare of citizens.
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Table 3: Constitutional responsibilities of municipalities

Schedule 4 (Part B) Schedule 5 (Part B)
e Air pollution e Beaches and amusement facilities
e  Building regulations e Billboards and the display of advertisements in
e Childcare facilities public places
e Electricity and gas reticulation e Cemeteries, funeral parlours and crematoria
e  Fire-fighting services e Cleansing
e Local tourism e Control of public nuisances
e Municipal airports e Control of undertakings that sell liquor to the
public

e  Municipal planning
e Municipal health services
e  Municipal public transport

e Municipal public works in respect of assigned
functions under the constitution or any other

burial of animals
e Fencing and fences
e Licensing of dogs

e Pontoons, ferries, jetties, piers and harbours, food to the public

excluding the regulation of international and ¢ Local amenities
national shipping and matters related thereto e Local sports facilities
e Storm-water management systems in built-up e Markets
areas e Municipal abattoirs
e Water and sanitation services, limited to e Municipal parks and recreation

potable water supply systems and domestic

. e Municipal roads
wastewater and sewage disposal systems

¢ Noise pollution
e Pounds
e Public places

disposal
e  Street trading
e  Street lighting
e Traffic and parking

e Facilities for the accommodation, care and

law e Licensing and control of undertakings that sell

¢ Refuse removal, refuse dumps and solid waste

Source: Republic of South Africa (1996, pp. 136-139)

Based on community surveys carried out by Statistics South Africa, access to municipal services
generally increased between 2011 and 2016. For example, the number of households with access to
piped water increased from 13.2 million in 2011 to 15.2 million in 2016. The proportion of households
whose flush toilets are connected to the sewerage system increased from 57% in 2011 to 60% in 2016.
Similarly, access to electricity for lighting increased by 32% over the same period, from 58% in 1996
to more than 90% in 2016. Generally, there had been a continued growth in the percentage of households

that use electricity for cooking, heating and lighting (Statistics South Africa 2016a, p. 96).

However, despite the general improvement in service delivery, there is concern about the dysfunctional
state of many municipalities. This is evidenced by recent results from DCG’s assessment system, which
categorises the country’s municipalities as high risk, medium risk, low risk or stable. Taking these
categories alongside indicators such as political leadership, the quality of governance, financial
management and the level of service delivery, 64 municipalities (24%) were considered high risk and
dysfunctional in 2021. Of these 64 municipalities, 26 were already subject to provincial intervention

due to failure to fulfil their executive obligations. A further 111 municipalities (43%) were considered
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medium risk, and only 16 (5%) were considered stable (Parliamentary Monitoring Group 2021). Other
official reports, such as those of the Auditor General of South Africa (AGSA), have expressed concern
that, after all the years of reporting local government’s shortcomings and making recommendations,
municipalities have still not mastered the basics of financial reporting, with only 28% being able to
submit quality financial statements for auditing purposes (AGSA 2021, p. 8). In addition to some
municipalities being placed under supervision, it appears community alliances have found ways of
simply taking matters into their own hands. In 2021, for instance, a court of law granted a residents’
association the right to take control of the area’s sewage works and to be paid by the municipality for
its efforts. This was after a certain local municipality failed to clear up the sewage spilling into the
rivers. In other areas, residents are fixing their sewerage system by themselves. Some are threatening

to withhold their rates and taxes as they do not see any justification for payment (Everatt 2021).

It is worth noting that within the framework of cooperative governance, the DCG has undertaken a
number of measures to support and strengthen local government. One example was the Project
Consolidate initiative in 2004, which involved the deployment of experts to provide hands-on assistance
to at least 136 identified municipalities that could not provide essential services at the time. The Siyenza
Manje initiative followed in 2006, which involved in part rehiring retirees with skills in engineering,
project and financial management, and town planning to targeted municipalities. In addition, the three
spheres of government initiated the Back-to-Basics Strategy in 2014 as a collective action to address
fault lines within the local governance system as a whole (Netswera 2019, pp. 99-101). These measures
were complemented by the District Development Model in 2019, which involves joint and collaborative
planning undertaken at local, district and metropolitan municipalities by all three spheres of government
to fast-track service delivery by ensuring that municipalities are adequately supported and resourced to

carry out their mandates (Government Communications and Information Systems 2019).

Study methodology

The research reported here (Netswera 2019) adopted a mixed-methods approach consisting of a
household survey and personal interviews. Purposeful sampling facilitated the selection of two
municipal officials from Collins Chabane, who took part in semi-structured interviews. Personal
interviews with municipal officials from JB Marks could not be secured. A total number of 200
households participated in the survey, covering 17 villages and townships (Table 4). Participants were
selected from a municipal household map, including every tenth household after a random starting
point. It was estimated during the data collection phase that the total number of households in Collins
Chabane and JB Marks stood at 91,936 and 80 572 respectively. According to Neuman (2014, pp. 269—
270), for large populations of over 150,000, good accuracy can be obtained with a sampling ratio of
1%.
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Table 4: Numbers of participants and settlement type

| Rural (%) | Township* (%) | Informal (%) | Total (%)
Collins Chabane
1. Hamasia 10 (100) - - 10 (5)
2.  Ramukhuba 10 (100) - - 10 (5)
3. Tshino (Vuwani) 10 (100) - - 10 (5)
&5 m’;‘;osrgau 11 (100) - - 11 (5.5)
* Msohed 9 (100) - : 9 (45)
6. Basani 10 (100) - - 10 (5)
7. Xigalo 10 (100) - - 10 (5)
8. Hatshikonelo 15 (100) - - 15 (7.5)
9. Malamulele - 10 (100) - 10 (5)
10. Mukhoni 5 (100) - - 5 (2.5)
JB Marks
11. Tshing - 15 (71.4) 6 (28.6) 21 (10.5)
12. Toevlug - 6 (60) 4 (40) 10 (5)
13. Boikhutso 8 (100) - - 8 (4)
14. Ikageng - 27 (84.4) 5 (15.6) 32 (16)
15. Tsetse 6 (100) - - 6 (3)
16. Promosa - 14 (100) - 14 (7)
17. Sonderwater - 3(33.3) 6 (66.7) 9 (4.5)
TOTAL 104 (52) 75 (37.5) 21 (10.5) 200 (100)

* These are African townships established during the apartheid era.

Of the three different types of human settlement that characterise the South African landscape, the
majority of participants were from rural areas (52%), followed by those residing in urban areas or
townships (37.5%). The proportion of participants living in informal settlements or slums was 10.5%.
There was an even spread in the number of participants from Collins Chabane, with an average of 10
per village. Higher concentrations of participants from JB Marks came from the three townships of

Ikageng, Tshing and Promosa.

The survey sought participants’ views on four key matters: (1) What is the role of local government in
the provision of services? (2) What is the capacity of local municipalities to provide services and other
opportunities to their residents on an equal basis? (3) How has the merger affected the provision of
municipal services such as water, electricity, sanitation and refuse removal? (4) How satisfied are the

communities with the provision of municipal services?

The Pearson chi-square test was used to compare and contrast perceptions of these issues between the
two local municipalities. This tested a hypothesis that (a) services are significantly differently
provisioned in different municipalities and (b) mergers influence the manner in which services are
delivered to the community. Where a Pearson chi-square value of 0.05 or below is found, this indicates

significant differences in perceptions between the participants from the two different municipalities.
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Findings

The role of local government in the provision of services

The survey sought to gauge participants’ knowledge of local government’s functions and the role of

municipalities in the provision of basic services by recording their level of agreement or disagreement

with various claims on a five-point scale (see Table 5).

Table 5: Views on role of local government in the provision of services to households

. Pearson
S Strongly | Disagree | Don’t Agree | Strongly =
Statement Municipality disagree % % Know % % agree % chi
square

Municipality has a role to play in Collins Chabane 1.0 0.0 0.0 5.0 94.0 000
providing basic services such as
water, electricity, refuse removal, JB Marks 00 20 30 29.0 66.0 000
sanitation 0 . . . . .
Municipal officials have enough Collins Chabane 17.0 25.0 10.0 36.0 12.0 264
knowledge to decide what services
are needed in my area JB Marks 16.0 26.0 18.0 35.0 5.0 .264
Municipality has enough capacity to | Collins Chabane 22.0 31.0 30.0 14.0 3.0 333
deliver services by itself

JB Marks 21.0 24.0 26.0 22.0 7.0 333
Municipality is utilising its financial | Collins Chabane 47.0 22.0 17.0 14.0 0.0 174
resources well to provide services to
the community JB Marks 41.0 14.0 29.0 15.0 1.0 174
Delivery of basic services which are | Collins Chabane 0.0 0.0 1.0 7.0 92.0 .000
of the highest quality is important for
my well-being JB Marks 1.0 4.0 3.0 25.0 67.0 .000
Failure by the municipality to Collins Chabane 1.0 1.0 1.0 10.0 87.0 001
provide services leads communities
to revolt against the authority JB Marks 1.0 0.0 2.0 34.0 63.0 .001
Municipality gives priority to my Collins Chabane 28.0 39.0 13.0 16.0 4.0 .009
basic needs

JB Marks 25.3 43.4 2.0 28.3 1.0 .009
There are times when the Collins Chabane 76.0 15.0 3.0 6.0 0.0 000
municipality exceeds my
expectations JB Marks 45.0 36.0 3.0 13.0 3.0 .000
Municipality is delivering basic Collins Chabane 17.0 10.0 12.0 33.0 28.0 431
services equally among ethnic
groups JB Marks 10.1 15.2 8.1 35.4 31.3 431
| want the municipality to involve me in | Collins Chabane 1.0 3.0 1.0 3.0 92.0 000
making decisions about what services
are delivered in my local area JB Marks 0.0 1.0 1.0 27.0 71.0 .000

The majority of households in both cases agreed that municipalities have a role to play in providing

them with basic services. Collins Chabane residents’ significantly stronger view (Pearson X?= 0.00)

may suggest a higher reliance on the municipality compared to JB Marks. There were no significant

differences of opinion (X? = 0.26) between the two sets of participants regarding their municipal

officials’ capacity to decide which services are needed in their respective areas.

Further, the difference in perceptions regarding the statement ‘The municipality is utilising its financial

resources well to provide services to the community’ was insignificant (X?= 0.17). In both cases, the

majority (69% in Collins Chabane, and 55% in JB Marks) disagreed with this view. However, there
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were significant differences in relation to the statement ‘The delivery of basic services which are of
highest quality is important for my well-being’.

Participants in both cases agreed with the statement that ‘Failure by the municipality to provide services
leads communities to revolt against the authority’ (87% in Collins Chabane and 63% in JB Marks
agreeing strongly, with a further 34% in JB Marks simply agreeing). As to whether *... the municipality
gives priority to my basic needs’, a significant difference of X?=0.009 arose. The majority of Collins
Chabane (67%) and JB Marks (68.7%) disagreed, but with another 29.3% from JB Marks disagreeing
quite strongly. There was also a significant level of disagreement (X? = 0.00) across the two
municipalities regarding the statement ‘There are times when the municipality exceeds my
expectations’. It is important to note that all disagreed with this claim, but with stronger disagreement
from JB Marks participants.

On perceptions of equality in service delivery between residents of different ethnic groups, there were
no statistically significant differences (X?=-0.431), responses varying from strong agreement to strong
disagreement in both cases. However, a significant difference (X2 = 0.00) appeared concerning the
statement ‘I want the municipality to involve me in making decisions about what services are delivered
in my local area’. While all affirmed this position, the level of agreement in JB Marks was weaker (only
71% strong agreement compared to 92% in Collins Chabane).

Municipal administrative capacity

Local government requires human and financial resources to carry out its responsibilities. Without
adequate resources, the delivery of public services cannot materialise. Against this background, the
empirical findings show that there was no significant difference (X?= 0.33) between the opinions of
residents regarding the statement that the municipality has enough capacity to deliver services by itself.
A majority of Collins Chabane participants (51%) disagreed with that statement, and 44% in JB Marks.

These perceptions point to challenges in municipal administrative capacity.

Vacancy rates in certain occupational categories are another reliable indicator of municipal
administrative capabilities. The Collins Chabane organisational structure at management level consisted
of an acting municipal manager, acting chief financial officer, an acting technical services director and
a handful of other employees (Collins Chabane Local Municipality 2017, p. 14). It is worth noting that
high vacancy rates are the norm in smaller, mainly rural, local municipalities such as Collins Chabane.
Almost a decade ago, average vacancy rates within South African municipalities were approximately
28% (Nkhahle 2015, p. 34). Personal interviews with municipal officials shed some light on the high
vacancy rate in Collins Chabane as well as suggesting some progress in senior manager appointments:

We have got a lot of posts that are not filled, ok. Remember, we are a new municipality
and our organisational structure is not yet finalised. We are busy with the evaluation of
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posts. Director Corporate is filled, Director Planning, CF filled, MM [municipal manager]
filled and Developmental Planning (Collins Chabane municipal official interview).

The view held by the Vhembe District, within which Collins Chabane is located and which provides
‘higher order’ services, is that there is a lack of capacity in Collins Chabane in some of the line
functions:

In the case of [the] new municipality, there is no capacity in terms of disaster management
functionaries. No cars, no office space, one disaster management coordinator, and they
are unable to do assessment within 72 hours after the disaster had occurred (Vhembe
municipal official interview).

In stark contrast, most of the top management positions at JB Marks had been filled (municipal manager;
acting chief financial officer; managers for corporate services, community services, sports, arts and
culture, and public safety; acting housing and planning manager; local economic development manager;
infrastructure manager) (JB Marks Local Municipality 2017b, p. 42). However, despite its relative
administrative stability, JB Marks still faced some challenges regarding staff placement and the
stabilisation of administration systems. The consensus is that it takes about two years for a municipality
to settle after a merger, mainly due to transfers of staff and assets: such disruptions negatively affect
service delivery and cause uncertainty both among residents and within the municipality’s organisation
(JB Marks Local Municipality 2017b, p. vi).

Households’ access to municipal services

A series of questions about the level of access to basic municipal services were asked to test households’
experiences (see Figure 2). Municipal officials were also asked if they thought that their municipalities
had the capacity to provide these services efficiently and equitably to their respective residents.

Figure 2: Households’ access to water, energy, sanitation and refuse removal
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All the participants in JB Marks had access to piped water supplied by the local municipality. A very
high proportion of the participants (86%) in Collins Chabane also had piped water. Households’ access
to electricity was the same in both cases at 98%. However, while 70% of JB Marks participants used

flush toilets, a comparable 75% of Collins Chabane residents relied on pit latrines. In both
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municipalities, some relied on neighbours’ toilets while a few in JB Marks relieved themselves in the
bush. It is noteworthy, however, that there was no use of the bucket toilet system in either case.® Collins
Chabane had a low level of refuse removal services because of its vast rural nature: only 12% of
participants had their refuse removed by the local authority. The rest either disposed of waste

themselves or simply dumped it in an unregulated manner.

District-wide functions such as bulk water supply, electricity and sanitation services are assigned to
district municipalities, but local municipalities may be authorised to take over these functions provided
they have capacity to do so (Nkhahle 2015, p. 47). In the case of Collins Chabane, residents receive
electricity from Eskom (the national agency) and water and sanitation services from the Vhembe
District:

Water is not our competencys; it is for the District. Water is not for us. We do not provide
electricity. It is Eskom. We are doing refuse. Sanitation is District. So, the municipality is
only responsible for refuse removal. Not the same in all local municipalities. It depends.
Makhado Local Municipality has electricity licence and Thulamela Local Municipality
does not have the licence to provide electricity. Eskom does provide electricity on our
behalf. It may look like the municipality is providing electricity to the people but it is Eskom
(Collins Chabane municipal official interview).

JB Marks provides its residents with all four municipal services. Electricity supply is shared between
the municipality and Eskom. To maximise revenue as well as to improve the management and delivery
of services, a policy proposal was under consideration that the municipality take over all electricity

supply in the future (JB Marks Local Municipality 2017a, pp. 4-5).

Figure 3 presents findings on the perceived quality of selected services provided by the two local

municipalities, focusing especially on electricity and water interruption, and non-removal of refuse.

Figure 3: Experience with the level and quality of services provided by the municipality
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A high proportion of participants (90%) in JB Marks claimed that they “sometimes” experienced
electricity interruptions, while 65% claimed that they “sometimes” experienced water interruptions.

While 90% of the participants in JB Marks indicated that they have “never” experienced non-removal

3 North West Province had 6,184 households relying on bucket toilets in 2015 (Statistics South Africa 2016b, p. 2)
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of refuse, it seems likely this is because Collins Chabane residents do not have access to refuse removal
services in the rural areas at all. These perceived experiences of service interruptions are higher than
provincial averages. In 2015, the prevalence of electricity interruptions among households was highest
in North West Province (60.6%) followed by Mpumalanga (35.9%) and Gauteng (33.9%). Limpopo
(1.4%), Free State (5.6%) and KwaZulu-Natal (7.2%) reported the least interruptions (Statistics South
Africa 2016c, p. 40). While interruptions in the provision of electricity showed statistically significant
differences between the two municipalities (X2 = 0.00), there was no statistically significant difference

(X?2=0.063) between the two municipalities regarding their experience of water interruptions.
Responses to questions about the affordability of municipal services are presented in Table 6.

Table 6: Views on the affordability of municipal services

Affordable % Expensive % Don’t pay % Pearson X?
. Collins Chabane 18.2 81.8 0.0
Electricity .353
JB Marks 18.6 79.4 2.1
] Collins Chabane 3.0 2.0 95
Piped water .000
JB Marks 28 40 32
o Collins Chabane 1.0 0 99
Sanitation .000
JB Marks 33.7 26.5 39.8
Refuse Collins Chabane 2.0 0 98 000
removal JB Marks 34.3 26.3 39.4 '

With regard to electricity provision, there was no statistically significant variation (X2 = 0.35) between
the two municipalities. Strong agreement prevailed that electricity was expensive (81.8% in Collins
Chabane and 79.4% in JB Marks). A public opinion survey conducted earlier in JB Marks had
discovered that 95% of residents’ electricity purchases was used to cover overdue municipal
expenditure since the merger. Residents claimed they were paying R20.00 to receive a single unit of

electricity that should normally cost about R2.00 (Potchefstroom Herald 2017).

There was a significant difference (X?= 0.00) between the two municipalities regarding the affordability
of piped water. The majority in Collins Chabane (95%) did not pay for piped water: in rural areas people
largely rely on free communal tap water that they share among themselves. Residents of JB Marks were
split between those who perceived the service to be affordable (28%), those who felt it was expensive
(40%), and those who did not pay (35%). A significant difference (X?= 0.00) was also observable in
the case of sanitation. While 99% of Collins Chabane did not pay for sanitation provision because they
rely on pit toilets, residents of JB Marks were split between those who perceived the service to be
affordable (33.7%), those who felt it was expensive (26.5%), and those who did not pay (39.8%). For
refuse removal, 98% of the participants from Collins Chabane did not receive/pay for this service, while
perceptions from JB Marks ranged from those who thought the service was affordable (26.3%), via

those who felt it was expensive (34.3%), to those who did not pay (39.4%). Failure of the majority of
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Collins Chabane residents to pay for basic services should be attributed to the fact that households
mostly rely on communal taps, pit toilets, and dumping refuse in their backyards.

The principle that municipalities should substantially self-fund from local sources is an important
feature of local government in South Africa. Still, Collins Chabane does not raise enough revenue
through payments for services. The municipality falls within the majority of rural municipalities that
rely for more than 50% of their operational expenses on national government transfers (Khumalo and
Ncube 2016, p. 15).

Differences in the way municipal services are rendered under new jurisdictions

One of the ways to determine participants’ attitudes towards municipal mergers is to ask them if they
feel there is a difference in the delivery of municipal services since the merger. To determine such
attitudes, the following question was asked: Your area is now merged with another to form a new local
municipality. Is the merger making each of the following much better, better, no different, worse or

much worse?

Table 7: How has the merger affected the delivery of services?

Service Local municipality Much Better Same Worse % Much Pearson
better % % % worse % X?
Access to water Collins Chabane 8.1 13.1 51.5 16.0 11.0
113
JB Marks 2.0 21.1 57.6 23.2 5.1
Access to electricity Collins Chabane 4.0 16.2 70.7 9.1 0.0 000
JB Marks 25 11.2 40.8 31.6 15.3 '
Access to Collins Chabane 3.0 12.1 65.7 19.2 0.0
sanitation .046
JB Marks 1.0 12.4 57.7 20.6 8.2
Refuse removal by the |Collins Chabane 4.0 2.0 94.0 0.0 0.0
municipality .000
JB Marks 3.2 19.1 60.6 9.6 7.4
Condition of the streets |Collins Chabane 1.0 15.2 38.4 30.3 15.2
.032
JB Marks 3.1 10.2 56.1 25.0 5.0
Collins Chabane 0.0 4.0 90.0 5.0 1.1
Street lighting .002
JB Marks 2.1 19.1 67.0 10.6 1.1
Job opportunities Collins Chabane 3.0 8.0 46.0 21.0 22.0
through Community .004
Works Programme | 0 Marks 3.1 235 42.9 235 7.1

A high proportion of the survey participants in both municipalities thought that the merger did not make
any difference to the manner in which services are delivered to the community. This response could be
influenced by the fact that the mergers are recent, and it might thus be too early to tell whether any
change has occurred. Across several areas of service delivery considerable numbers of participants
living in JB Marks identified improvements. On the other hand, the reverse applied in Collins Chabane,
especially in the case of water supply, sanitation, the condition of residential streets and the provision

of free basic services for poor households.

CJLG December 2022 32




JB Marks is the result of the merger between one municipality with substantial resources and another
without. This brought a myriad of challenges. The collection rate of taxes of the former Ventersdorp
and Tlokwe local municipalities before the merger was 35% and 92% respectively (JB Marks Local
Municipality 2017a, p. 190; Mafikeng Mail, n.d.). This amalgamation therefore could be described as
merging a delinquent municipality into a vibrant one with a decent tax base. In the absence of long-
term grant funding from the national government, this type of amalgamation adds a new layer of
responsibility to the new, merged municipality of delivering services to poorer areas with no existing
tax base. In this case, Ventersdorp residents are set to benefit from Tlokwe resources (Municipal 1Q
2009, p. 1).

Conclusion

Based on the belief that smaller municipalities are inefficient and not financially viable, amalgamation
has been central to local government reform in South Africa since 1995. But the findings presented here
suggest that mergers do not necessarily lead to improved local government capacity and efficient service
delivery. Overall, while the majority of survey participants perceived no difference in the quality of
municipal services delivered in their new municipal areas, there were notable concerns in one or both

new municipalities with respect to water supply, sanitation and electricity.

There was a significant difference in the capacity of the two municipalities and, consequently, in the
levels of services the residents were receiving in the two study areas. As a higher capacity municipality,
JB Marks provided all the municipal services to its residents, and all its senior managerial posts were
filled, a factor that is vital to the overall provision of services. On the other hand, Collins Chabane
shared responsibility in a number of functions with Vhembe District Municipality, from which its
residents received most of their basic services. In terms of management capacity, Collins Chabane was
facing some serious challenges. During the course of this research, the organisational structure had not
been finalised, which is a major hindrance to efficient service delivery. The municipality is poor and
the evidence suggests it should not have been established in the first place: it has little to offer its

residents.

Given these findings, the research casts doubt on the value of mergers and supports investigation of
alternative models that can achieve efficiency without municipal boundary changes. These include
encouraging existing smaller local municipalities to collaborate in the provision of services by means
of voluntary cooperation and other collaborative arrangements, such as special-purpose districts and/or

greater use of existing district municipalities.
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