
IN THE build-up to the 2014 
national elections, advocate Dali 
Mpofu, representing the then 
newly-formed Economic Freedom 
Fighters, was a guest on my radio 
station’s weekly current affairs 
show. 

We chatted briefly in the 
parking lot thereafter, and I posed 
the question: “If  you end up doing 
well and driving the ANC below  
50 percent in some areas, would 
you consider going into coalition 
with them?”

“Never,” he said quite decisively, 
indicating that he thought that 
would be the kiss of  death for the 
new party.

I chuckled. “So you learnt a 
lesson from what happened to the 
Independent Democrats in Cape 
Town?”

“Yes,” he said. “We would rather 
consider a coalition with the DA 
than the ANC.”

It’s a conversation that I’ve 
often repeated since and have 
always been met with incredulity 
at the idea. What on earth does 
the EFF have in common with the 
Democratic Alliance?

I’ll return to that question 
shortly, but first, I’d like you 
to think back to May 11, 1994 
when president Nelson Mandela 
announced the first cabinet of  a 
free South Africa: 

● First deputy president. Thabo 
Mbeki, ANC; 

● Second deputy president FW 
de Klerk, NP; 

● Home Affairs, Mangosuthu 
Buthelezi, IFP; 

● Foreign Affairs, Alfred Nzo, 
ANC; 

● Minerals and Mining, Pik 
Botha, NP; 

● Housing, Joe Slovo, SACP;
● Justice, Dullah Omar, ANC; 
● Transport, Mac Maharaj, 

ANC; 
● Finance, Derek Keys, NP…
I’m not going to list all 27 

members of  president Mandela’s 
cabinet, I’m just reminding us 
that the idea of  people with 
diametrically opposing viewpoints 
working together in the national 
interest is not a new one. The 
interim constitution gave us a 
government of  national unity – the 
mother of  all coalitions.

Surprisingly, it worked. 
The successes of  the Mandela 
administration feeding into the 
Mbeki years sparked the biggest 
sustained period of  economic 
growth and national prosperity in 
our country’s history. 

Even when the 1996 constitution 
removed the need for a shared 
cabinet, president Mbeki of  his 
own accord included members of  
other parties in his team. 

The result was a steady build-
up of  trust in the ANC peaking at 
the height of  the Mbeki era with 
the party earning two-thirds of  the 
seats in the National Assembly; 
thanks in part to the National 

Party disbanding and merging 
with the ANC.

Fast forward through the 
decades to this past week when 
our local government elections 
have wreaked havoc upon the 
mighty ANC’s once unassailable 
position. The party now finds 
itself  dropping below 50 percent 
in Nelson Mandela Bay, Tshwane, 
Ekurhuleni, Mogale City, and 
Johannesburg.

Most of  us now agree that the 
self-destruction of  the ANC traces 
back to Polokwane 2007 when 
Jacob Zuma unseated Thabo Mbeki 
as president of  the ANC. 

The subsequent “recall” of  
Mbeki as president of  the country 
sparked the first implosion. 
Mosiuoa Lekota and Mbhazima 
Shilowa broke away to form COPE, 
taking with them 1.3 million 
former ANC voters. 

The second implosion came in 
2014 when Zuma’s former protégé, 
Julius Malema, formed the EFF, 
taking with them 1.1 million 
former ANC voters.

And the final straw to break 
the camel’s back is the current 
local government elections, where 
the EFF has racked up 2.4 million 
former ANC voters.

This leads me back now to my 
earlier question as to what the DA 
has in common with the EFF? How 
can they possibly work together?

Some 2 400 years ago, there 
lived in India a man named 
Chanakya – teacher, philosopher, 

economist, jurist and royal adviser. 
He is credited with writing the 
Arthashastra. Loosely translated 
as “The Science of  Politics”, it 
includes books on the nature of  
government, law, civil and criminal 

court systems, ethics, economics, 
markets and trade, the methods for 
screening ministers, diplomacy, 
theories on war, nature of  peace, 
and the duties and obligations of  
a king.

One gem of  wisdom 
from the work which has 
become part of  global 
culture today is this simple 
concept: “The enemy of  
my enemy is my friend.”

Consider this: the 
DA has shown steady 
incremental growth in 
every election starting 
with 1.7 percent in 1994 
touching a new high of  
27 percent in the current 
election. If  it continues on 
this path, it cannot expect 
more than 30 percent in 
2019 and 35 percent by 2024.

The EFF has altered the 
odds in the DA’s favour. By 
slashing the ANC support 
base, it has fast-tracked the 
current situation where 
the ANC and DA are neck 
and neck in the major 
metropolitan areas apart 
from Durban.

At the same time, the 
EFF is in the difficult 
position of  having 
captured the support of   

8 percent of  the population without 
controlling a single municipality. If  
it is to grow into the future, it has 
to be seen to deliver.

The DA, where it governs, has 
shown itself  to be good at two 
things. One: it is the least wasteful 
in terms of  spending public funds 
and consistently posts relatively 
clean financial audits. Two: it 
spends a disproportionately 
high amount of  its revenue on 
upgrading poorer communities.

The EFF also has these at the 
core of  its platform. They too, want 
an end to wasteful expenditure. 
They too are focused on upgrading 
poorer communities (which is 
where they have posted their most 
significant electoral gains).

And that’s why alliances 
between the two parties are likely 
to work. 

The EFF simply has to write 
into its agreements with the DA 
that poorer areas be prioritised. 
The DA will happily say yes, 
because they would have done 
that anyway. The EFF then simply 
needs to sit back with a watchful 
eye, allowing the DA to do the 
work, and then take the credit.

So much for the facts. Now 
here’s my opinion if  you care to 
have it. 

I believe that the intellectual 

capital of  our country is still 
vested in the ANC. I believe that 
the goodwill of  the majority 
of  the country is still vested in 
the ANC. I believe the current 
backlash against the ANC reflected 
in the polls is a rejection of  the 
leadership of  Jacob Zuma and not 
of  the organisation itself.

For the ANC to regain its 
former glory, there has to be 
a signal shift in the way the 
organisation is run. The National 
Working Committee of  the party 
must be stripped of  its ability 
to dictate to the provinces who 
should feature on election lists. 
And the party needs to allow its 
leaders to openly campaign for 
positions rather than waiting to be 
“deployed” by Luthuli House.

Coalition governments are 
good for us. They force fiscal 
discipline because all members of  
the coalition have to agree before 
public funds are spent. They force 
transparency because decisions are 
now argued in public rather than 
imposed by Luthuli House. 

And most importantly, they 
force enemies to work together. 
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HISTORIANS frequently 
record what political 
scientists term “seminal 
events” – historical 

events that trigger massive 
changes in societies where they 
happen. Sometimes they have a 
regional and global impact. 

The release of  Nelson Mandela, 
or the fall of  the Berlin Wall are 
examples of  seminal events. The 
local government elections, fall 
into this category. It will have 
major implications for political 
parties, independent candidates, 
municipalities, and society. 

Below are some of  the 
discerning issues that emerge 
out of  these elections.

First, liberation rhetoric is no 
longer sufficient to win elections. 
Sentimental advocacy that “many 
died so people can vote”, and 
presumably that they must vote for 
the liberation government, is no 
longer a trump card. 

Citizens increasingly link their 
vote to their access to public goods 
based on quality service delivery, 
accountability and accessibility to 
their public representatives. Thus, 
the liberation sentimental value is 
increasingly in decline. 

In the same vein, the caricature 
of  mainly opposition political 
parties as remnants of  apartheid, 
and protectors of  white privilege, 
is losing currency. 

Dubbing the DA as the modern 
day National Party will not hamper 
the electoral tide. Similarly, the 
counter-revolutionary label to 
parties such as the EFF, is also 
losing impact. 

Therefore, it seems that South 
Africa is getting into the politics 
of  performance electioneering 
underpinned by citizen 
satisfaction. 

Contrary to Gwede Mantashe’s 

assertion that blacks do not value 
their vote – they do. Hence, they 
withhold it as a form of  protest. 
The DA’s success in Gauteng is 
largely based on ANC’s traditional 
voters withdrawing their vote. 

Second, the notion that only 
the ANC can destroy itself, is no 
longer entirely true. The following 
combination seems to be more 
plausible : the ANC itself; and two, 
opposition political parties such as 
the DA and the EFF. 

Increasingly, the ANC seems 
unable to self-correct. Much of  this 
is based on denialism of  internal 
challenges, mainly: leadership; 
increasing detachment between 
leadership and communities; 
and the marginalisation, and 
demonisation of  the black middle 
class in urban areas. 

Third, the advent of  new voters 
and the so-called “born-frees” is, 
and will, increasingly become 
a factor. This will continuously 
alter the impact of  traditional 
party loyalists based on liberation 
sentiment. 

Fourth, politicians and their 
organisations, can no longer ignore 
the views of  the voters in between 
major elections. 

Discomfort over leadership 
on matters such as e-tolls, the 
handling of  Nkandla, politicians 
being more responsive to the 
party, and less to the electorate; 
demonisation of  the public 
protector, may have had an impact 
on political attitudes towards the 
ruling party. 

In a free, fair electoral and 
democratic electoral contest that 
subscribes to international election 
management best practices, parties 
will be punished by the voters who 
consciously exercise the power of  
their ballots. 

Fifth, South Africa’s local 

government elections are 
assuming national, regional and 
continental aspects. 

The national element, revolved 
around the concern of  whether the 
ruling party would accept a defeat, 
were it to lose the elections. 

As it turned out, the ANC 
defeated itself, and accepts the 
outcome. The international 
implications rest on the 
implications of  Brexit on South 
Africa; looming economic 
downgrades, and the implications 
of  judgments by the constitutional 
court on South Africa’s fledgling 
democracy. This is in the nature 
and character of  modern 
globalised societies. 

The sixth issue relates to 
electioneering expenditure. 

Overall, there has been an 
increase in party electioneering 
expenditure. However, there 
seems to be little correlation 
between massive electioneering 
expenditure, with voting outcomes. 

Much money was spent on, 
massive political rallies, food, 
T-shirts, party regalia and 
paraphernalia of  sorts. 

But whether such extravagant 
expenditure resulted in immediate 
positive electoral profits or spin-
offs for the various political 
gladiators is arguably contestable. 

That some prospective voters 
accepted such “gifts” from some 
political parties but voted with 
their feet once in the booths would 
possibly suggest the advent of  
an electorate that is becoming 
increasingly sophisticated. 

For the ANC, in particular, 
the loss of  support in the metros 
such as Nelson Mandela Bay, and 
others, is a sobering reminder that 
parties should always listen to the 
electorates’ needs, demands, and 
complaints. Then address their 
disaffections long before these boil 
over and explode into negative 
votes during voting. 

The high number of  recorded 
independent candidates is partly 
important, but also problematic. 

It is important in that it 
undercuts one party dominance. 
Thus, affording voters more 
choices. 

Among others, one-party 
dominance essentially undermines 
and reduces the voters’ choices and 
is known to result in arrogance or 
aloofness by some candidates or 
parties as they tend to assume that 
their stay in power will persist.

It is more useful if  such 
independents, are drawn from 
community based organisations. 
This enables local governments to 

be responsive and accountable to 
immediate communities. 

However, if  the independents 
emerge out of  disgruntlement from 
established political parties, this 
may adversely affect governance 
due to possible constant bickering. 

 Perhaps, South Africa 
could consider amending the 
electoral legislation to introduce 
independent candidates for 
positions of  president, and 
members of  the executive. 

This could enrich the diversity 
of  political representation, 
reduce one-party dominance. This 
includes, lethargy that tends to 
make some parties take the voters 
for granted. 

Smaller parties, too, enable 
South Africa to keep alive the 
constitutional value of  multi-party 
democracy. Call them “Mickey 
Mouse” or “suitcase” parties, 
they still contribute to the overall 
diversification of  political choices 
and voices and therefore cannot 
be dismissed especially since they 
are a consequence of  the country’s 
electoral system and constitution. 

The sum total of  all this is that 
the liberation practice has ceased 
to be an inheritance to power, 
privilege, resources and governing 
party status. The black massive 
vote cannot be taken for granted by 
the democratic government owing 
merely to its legacy. 

This lesson should have 
been learnt with the recent 
#FeesMustFall movement. The 
students sought performance, 
accountability and clear answers 
for liberation promises made but 
unfulfilled in previous elections. 

Voters too, seek a responsive, 
and caring government that 
constantly remembers that it exists 
thanks to the popular mandate that 
confers legitimacy on it. 

Otherwise, the electorate will 
make its vote count in real terms 
but usually to the detriment of  
a government that seemingly 
disregards such a mandate. 

These elections are, indeed, a 
democratic seminal event. They 
prove that power can change hands 
without bloodshed through a 
democratic electoral contest. 

Yet, in the case of  the 2016 
local elections, the many reported 
deaths of  councillors or candidates 
that characterised the pre-election 
period were worrisome and a 
blot in an otherwise fierce but 
democratic polling process. 

Despite the ANC’s infamous 
“rule till Jesus comes back” 
remark, the liberation party 
has nevertheless once again 
acknowledged that it would 
accept an adverse democracy 
outcome and in this case deserves 
to be commended for such 
statesmanship. 

Such acknowledgement should 
actually entail acceptance of  
victory with humility by the 
winners while the losers also 
need to congratulate the winners 
genuinely without unnecessarily 
pouring scorn on their victory. 

Ultimately, the test for 
democrats is mostly expressed 
whenever they lose elections. 
This is not only good of  the 
ANC, but it also affirms to other 
political players that the political 
contestation in South Africa is an 
open fair game. 

These results of  the 2016 
local elections might start with 
some turbulence on municipal 
governance in the affected metros 
owing to the appointment of  
new public representatives and 
councillors. This could include 
senior managers being reshuffled, 
if  not removed. The early days, and 

months, will see major internal 
suspicious, and possibly malicious 
charges being levelled against 
some persons the new rulers seek 
to cleanse the municipalities of, 
among them the recent old guards. 

Finally, these elections indicate 
that South Africa has now fully 
entered competitive and control 
politics. The ensuing coalition 
municipal governments will 
be consumed in keeping their 
primary competitors out, than 
co-operation for community 
development. There will be more 
jostling for control. 

The relative strength of  
political parties in municipal 
councils will make the process of  
decision-making difficult. This 
political period will therefore be 
marked by high-level political 
contestations and negotiations 
throughout the term. 

The coalition municipal 
governments will be driven by 
internal council appeasement 
of  one another rather than 
community needs. Independents, 
and smaller parties that hold the 
balance of  power, are likely to hold 
major parties at ransom whenever 
they deem it necessary. 

There is a need for caution 
to ensure public administration 
and governance stability and 
avoid possible government crisis 
following paralysis emanating 
from some “witch hunts”.

Whenever oral historians and 
family elders talk about these 
elections, they will possibly start 
with “… once upon a time, one 
liberation movement called the 
ANC… ”
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Unlikely bedfellows, the DA 
and EFF have much to do

Electorate becoming increasingly sophisticated as blacks show they do value their vote

“The black 
massive vote 
cannot be 
taken for 
granted by the 
democratic 
government 
owing merely 
to its legacy. 
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