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accountability and rule bound style of management. The white paper on the 

transformation of the public service further states that " ... many managers in the public 

service feel that their powers to lead and direct the change process in a creative and 

visionary way are constrained by the rule bound and procedure-laden culture inherited in 

the past." (South Africa: White Paper on the Transformation in the Public Service: 1995: 

45). 

As it has been demonstrated, several measures have been taken to correct this situation 

and ensure the creation of a more transparent, flexible and participative management 

system. The White Paper sets the framework towards a decentralised managerial 

responsibility in the public service. This will lead to the increased scope of responsible 

managerial discretion. As it should be expected, mechanisms have been instituted to 

ensure that the discretionary powers are not misused by the public servants and achieved 

at the expense of accountability and demise of public scrutiny. It is important to 

acknowledge, therefore, that one ofthe central aims ofthis new arrangement is to create a 

bigger room for accountability through a decentralised managerial style. (South Africa: 

White Paper on Tranformation in the Public Service: 1995). 

It is important at this stage to demonstrate the manner in which accountability has been 

infused in the system and the extent to which functions have been tailored and targeted in 

the public service. Directors-General both in the national and provincial governments 

have been assigned the responsibility of translating broad policy objectives of the 

government into achievable strategies. To realise this goal, the focus of the public 
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servants is being shifted from rigid application of rules to achievement of the set targets. 

This development will, by and large, accelerate the transformation process in the public 

service. Because at the end of the day, the Director-General is expected to give full 

account of the progress made in relation to the set targets and goals for her department or 

province. In this way, a sense of urgency and responsibility is injected in the senior public 

servants. This is in line with the assertion that " ... the contracts of the Directors- General 

be tied to the achievement of specific programmes and objectives and targets." (South 

Africa: White Paper on the Transformation in the Public Service: 1995: 48). 

The central objectives of decentralisation and devolution is to improve efficiency and 

accessibility of the public service as it has been argued so far in this study, as a result, 

measures ensuring that these developments permeates provinces and reach people on the 

ground are taken. Directors-General at the provincial governments does not manage 

individual departments, as it is the case with their counterparts at the national level but 

run the entire province. The main reason for this arrangement is linked to the territorial 

scope within which they have to operate and the need to avoid the duplication of tasks. 

Furthermore, Directors-General at the provincial governments shares their responsibilities 

with the Premiers, Members of Executive Council and the Provincial Service 

Commissions. The aim of this is to facilitate Co-operation and ensure accountability. It 

follows, therefore, that accountability in the public service has not been sacrificed for the 

autonomy and flexibility of the public servants, on the contrary, the new arrangements 

have strengthened the relationship and Co-operation between the politicians and public 

servants at the provincial governments. Equally important, these developments constitute 
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a crucial part of ensuring that continuity of improved service delivery is sustained at all 

tiers of government. As a result, governments at the national and provincial levels are 

required to provide annual and five yearly targets for the delivery of specific services. 

(Draft White Paper on Public Service Delivery; 1997). 

The past political and socio-economic disparities necessitated the democratic government 

to develop and institute innovative strategies in order to advance and fulfil the needs of 

the transformation agenda. One of the salient innovative strategies that were developed to 

correct the past injustices and increase representivity of the historically discriminated 

groups is affirmative action. The need for affirmative action in the Public Service arise 

from the fact that for many decades the disabled people women and the blacks were 

denied access and the opportunity to express their potential in the public service and all 

other areas of the society. As a it has been shown, these designated groups are under­

represented in the positions of power and influence both in the public service and society 

in general. 

All other things being equal, it should be mentioned that although the need for affirmative 

action has been identified and adopted as a policy instrument to redress past imbalances, 

the move towards translating this theory into action appears to be disturbingly slow as it 

has been alluded to in the preceding sections of this study. One of the main reasons for 

this situation is attributable to the legacy of apartheid and skill deficiency among the 

victims, which incapacitate the majority of them to assume the strategic positions in the 

public service. The process is further derailed by the failure of the government to 
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communicate the objectives of affinnative action effectively in the public service. As a 

result of this failure, a section of the "old guard" feels threatened by the government's 

endeavours to increase representivity. The high levels of fear and uncertainty generate 

despondency within the public service and encourage some sections to deliberately derail 

the transfonnation process. (Dexter: 1996). 

It was generally assumed that the change of government in 1994 would automatically 

change the mindset and attitudes of the old guard. As a result little effort was made to 

communicate the policy objectives of the new government effectively. This lack of 

effective communication in the public service creates inadequate understanding of key 

government goals and objectives and may sometimes even lead to resistance on the part 

of those who feel threatened. Therefore, there is a need for the government to 

communicate its policies in an effective fashion to the bureaucrats. This is more 

important for South Africa given its divided history and the reality that its democracy and 

administrative structures are not as yet, matured enough to transcend the politics of racial 

tensions. 

It is equally important to mention that policy fonnulation and implementation in the 

public service has been characterised by conflicting and sometimes divergent goals. This 

policy weakness is demonstrated by the government's attempt to dispel inequity in the 

public service by increasing representivity of the designated groups while at the same 

time committed to chopping the public service. This weakness could have a negative 

bearing on the process because it shifts the priorities of the Public Service from one 
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direction to another opposing angle. Of course, the process has the potential of achieving 

efficiency and equity simultaneously but all the same, these goals cannot be fulfilled 

through contradictory endeavours. 

The potential improvement of efficiency and effectiveness in the Public Service is further 

threatened by the brain drain of the people (particularly white bureaucrats) who know the 

nuts and bolts of the system. Besides ineffective communication, this brain drain is 

generated, among other things, by the attractive packages that the government is willing 

to pay for voluntary retirement in the public service. Although this arrangement is in line 

with the government's attempts to trim the public service and attain efficiency, the 

lucrative retirement packages could have been prioritised and confined to the posts that 

the government intended to freeze so that skills could be transferred and retained in the 

public service. (Burdill: 1997). Therefore, although affirmative action is a necessary 

policy tool for achieving equality and equitable distribution of resources made possible 

by the society, caution has to be employed at all times because it may impact negatively 

on attaining the same benefits it is striving for. That is, if massive skills are unnecessarily 

lost to other sectors of the economy or countries before they are transferred and absorbed 

by the members ofthe targeted groups. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

The reality of the unique nature of the South African politics demands that caution and 

sensitivity be applied when instituting programmes such as affirmative action. This 

means, therefore, that affirmative actin has to be applied in a manner that would not lead 

to massive loss of skills and talent of the experienced public servants. There is a need to 

relinquish all the punitive and negative elements of affirmative action, which generate the 

alienation, uncertainty and anguish among the historically privileged groups. This does 

not suggest, however, that the government has to be apologetic in the institution and 

application of affirmative action. The main point is that the government should not send 

wrong and unintended message through programmes such as affirmative action. It should 

be recalled that, affirmative action is neither intended nor designed to punish young white 

males for the harm created by past discrimination and apartheid. It is the responsibility of 

the government and other sectors, therefore, to ensure that the meaning and purpose of 

affirmative action is not lost to reactionary forces. It is important for the government to 

conduct workshops within the public service and show the need, significance and 

objective of affirmative action to the employees. 

Of course, the transformation process has been characterised by major hurdles and 

unanticipated setbacks, but all the same, this is not an unusual phenomenon of a country 

in transition. A transition from an authoritarian system to a democratic order is usually 

coupled by a plethora of problems and complications. Comparatively, the overall 

management of the democratisation and transformation process in South Africa has been 

handled with caution and sensitivity it deserves. Unlike many countries which had to go 
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through the same process but were later engulfed into endless internal conflicts, wars 

against their own people and complete collapse of the public service. To a significant 

extent, South Africa has managed to contain these problems and has put in place well 

established institutional mechanisms to ensure non-reversibility of the democratic gains. 

Moreover, South Africa has managed to instil a sense of optimism about the future of this 

country among its people through the democratisation and transformation process. 

While it is acknowledged that the public service is bloated and the restructuring of the 

public service has been identified as one of the crucial aspects of the process, the 

government has realised that the issue is not simply about reducing numbers of the public 

servants but terminating services which are costly and beneficial to the country such as a 

large army when the threat of a war against South Africa is almost non-existent. This 

shows, therefore, that although some people view the restructuring of the public service 

as South Africa's response to external pressure, the government has managed to use it to 

the benefit of local programmes and initiatives. 

It should be mentioned, however, that time and space has shown that the speculation 

about the perfect society after Apartheid was not only spacious but also fallacious and 

dangerous as all other utopian writings have been. The transitional phase which South 

Africa is still embarking upon has undoubtedly shown that, in the final analyses, only 

actual historical experience and power politics can provide specific answers to the 

problems faced by policy makers, strategists and social engineers such as Political 

Scientists in a given historical situation. This, by any rate, is the conclusion which one 

comes after many months of pre-occupation with and research on the affirmative action 
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question in a unique South African situation. Wherein the minority is assigned to affirm 

the majority. 

In actual practice, a silent but conspICUOUS tension is set Up between that which is 

objectively possible at a given historical moment on the one hand, and the relevant 

principles which are taken as points of departure by policy makers on the other hand. Put 

differently, policy makers are not free agents operating in a vacuum, they are constrained 

by factors such as socio-economic, political or geographic factors. Their own 

perspectives are often determined by some of these factors. The question of affirmative 

action continues to be a necessary imperative for South Africa's socio-political situation. 

But all the same, it will remain to be one of its most controversial issues for many years 

to come. It has been clearly shown in this study, that some controversial elements of 

affirmative action are spurious and yet cannot be ignored. For example, the forces within 

and without the state apparatus, which are keen to stall the transformation process and 

perpetuate white supremacy mentality. 

Furthermore, some of these controversial issues are technical and depicts negligence on 

the part of the government, such as its failure to institute effective communication 

mechanisms for the new vision and objectives of the Public Service. This study has 

shown, however, that the central dimension of affirmative action worthy of the attention 

of the philosophers, political scientists and other scholars is the implication it entails on 

different moral approaches. Moreover, the manner in which the tension between 

affirmative action and the principle of equality of opportunities is viewed and explained 

by these approaches. More importantly, this study has shown that the institution of 
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affirmative action in South Africa is morally justifiable and that the society has a moral 

obligation to undo the harm and redress past imbalances created by immoral 

discrimination on the victim. The examination of the libertarian and contractrian 

frameworks shows that the legitimacy of affirmative action in South Africa's current 

socio-political scenario is morally unobjectionable. However, the deeper scrutiny of these 

models suggests that the scope within which libertarianism and contractrainism justifies 

affirmative action is limited and narrow to address the problems created by apartheid and 

past discrimination in South Africa. As it has been argued, this is largely because the 

libertarian model does not entail an inherent principle on the employer to institute 

'affirmative action for past injustices. While the contractrian framework attempts to 

exclude some sections of the previously harmed communities from benefiting in the 

affirmative action programme such as the well educated. (Rosenfeld: 1999). 

The study and investigation of affirmative action in South Africa's public service shows 

that the pace towards fulfilling the goals of the transformation agenda is disturbingly slow 

and lacks political decisiveness. This study has shown that the main reason for this 

perpetual state of affairs is the divergent and sometimes contradictory relationship 

between the mission of the government to restructure the public service, and its desire to 

increase representation of the previously marginalised communities in the public sector. 

This study has further shown that the drastic changes necessitated by the'inception of the 

democratic government in 1994 posed new challenges for the South Africa's public 

service. All these problems and limitations demanded the restructuring of the public 

service for the objectives of the transformation agenda to be realised. 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

79 

Finally, as it has been argued throughout this study, that the transformation and 

restructuring of the public service is not only a response to the domestic demands and 

internal malfunctioning of the system. It is also a response to the external forces that 

placed insurmountable pressure on South Africa to conform to the international norms 

and standards of running a government, but on the whole, the process has been guided by 

the reality of the South African situation. 
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RECOMlVIENDATIONS 

• The Public Service should retain the broad vision and objective of affinnative action 

because it is a genuine attempt to correct past injustices and promote equality in 

South Africa, and is morally unobjectionable. 

• The Public Service should reflect the demography of South Africa's population by 

focusing affinnative action on the training and skilling of the historically 

disadvantaged groups. 

• The recruitment of the new entrants into the Public Service should be made on the 

basis of merit scouting within the target groups and not solely on the basis of their 

skin pigmentation, disability and/or gender. 

• The contradictory mission of the government to increase representativity of the target 

groups on the one hand, and downsize the Public Service on the other, should 

promptly be resolved through the participation of all role players. 

• There is an urgent need for the government to institute effective communication 

mechanisms through which the new vision and goals of the Public Service should be 

reaffinned and transmitted. 
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• South Africa should continue with the restructuring process and employment of the 

new efficient and effective management styles and abandon the top down and rule 

driven management style. 

• South Africa stands to learn valuable lessons from countries such as the United 

States, Britain and Canada despite differences between itself and these countries. 
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