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Ahead of municipal elections, South Africans
vent frustration with local government
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Summary

South African local government elections, slated for 4 November 2026, are approaching
amid reports of extensive corruption, financial mismanagement, poor economic
performance, crumbling infrastructure, declining service delivery, and increasing public
dissatisfaction with democracy (Mavuso, 2026; Auditor-General South Africa, 2025; Mpako &
Ndoma, 2026a, 2026b).

The country’s 257 municipalities are split info eight metfropolitan areas, 44 district councils,
and 205 local councils. District councils are charged with overseeing and coordinating local
councils under their jurisdiction. Local government responsibilities include growing local
economies, maintaining and upgrading infrastructure, and delivering services such as water,
sanitation, electricity, and roads (Government Communication and Information System,
2025).

President Cyril Ramaphosa has stated that fixing local government by ensuring proper
consequence management for non-performance is one of his administration’s top priorities
(Mokoena, 2026). In May 2026, the government published a review of the 1998 white paper
on local government. The review admits to “governance, integrity, and accountability
failures,” noting that “patronage, politicised appointments, blurred political-administrative
boundaries, and unstable coalitions” have led to weak administration and poor governance.
As a result, decaying infrastructure has produced a loss of investment and jobs in many
areas, while deterioratfing services have hit low-income households the hardest (Department
of Co-operative Governance, p. 6, 2026).

The review argues that the two-tier district-local model produces duplication, additional cost,
and confusion around roles and should be replaced by a single-tier system. The review also
recommends changes to municipal-biling and revenue-collection systems (Department of
Co-operative Governance, 2026).

Ahead of the elections, this dispatch explores South Africans’ perspectives on and
interactions with local government.

South Africans have been reaching out to their elected local representatives in greater
numbers since the mid-2000s, apparently to little effect. Nearly half say their local
government councillors never listen to ordinary people, while only one-sixth think they usually
do. Only one in four citizens say their councillor is performing well.

Virtually all respondents say at least “some” councillors are involved in corruption, including
growing numbers who say “all” of them are, and the share who express trust in their council
has declined significantly since 2011.
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Afrobarometer surveys

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, nonpartisan survey research network that provides reliable
data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life.
Ten survey rounds in up to 45 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys
(2024/2025) cover 38 countries. Afrobarometer’s National Partners conduct face-to-face
interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice.

The Afrobarometer team in South Africa, led by the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation,
interviewed a nationally representative, random, stratified probability sample of 1,600 adult
citizens between 28 June and 19 July 2025. A sample of this size yields country-level results
with a margin of error of +/-2.5 percentage points at a 95% confidence level. This was the 10th
standard Afrobarometer survey conducted in South Africa.

Key findings
" Only one in six South Africans (17%) say members of their local government council
“often” or “always” listen to ordinary people.

o Two-thirds (67%) of poor respondents say regular citizens are “never” listened to,
compared to 36% of those experiencing no lived poverty.

In 2022, four in 10 citizens (39%) said they reached out to a local councillor at least
once during the previous year to discuss a problem or share their views, up from 22%
in 2006.

About one-fourth (27%) of South Africans say their councillor is performing “fairly well”
or "“very well,” while 70% say they are doing a bad job.

o Positive appraisals are well above average among Democratic Alliance
supporters (58%), economically well-off respondents (47%), and Whites (43%).

o Provincial differences are stark: Just 7% of Eastern Cape residents are pleased with
their councillor’'s performance, compared to 43% of Limpopo residents.

Perceptions of corruption in local government are nearly unanimous: 95% of citizens
say at least "some” councillors are corrupt, including 34% who say “all” of them are.

o Frequent consumers of traditional news media are more likely than those who
infrequently or never consume news via radio, felevision, or newspaper to say
“most” or “all” councillors are on the take.

Merely one in four respondents (26%) trust their local leaders “somewhat” or “a lot,”
down from 42% in 2011.

o Democratic Alliance supporters are more than twice as likely as supporters of
other parties and nonpartisans to trust their councillor (66% vs. 20%-31%).

Citizen-councillor relations

Local government accountability should be both vertical (upward to the central
government) and horizontal (outward to citizens). Although participatory processes can
stfrengthen local government responsiveness, in South Africa’s context of low horizontal
accountability, many citizens view public participation in formal procedures, such as local
budgetary processes, as “rubber-stamping” exercises (Good Governance Learning Network,
2015; Levy, Cameron, Hoadley, & Naidoo, 2016; Maziwisa & Stevens, 2025).
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Councillor responsiveness

Only one in six South Africans (17%) say local government council members “often” or
“always” fry their best to listen to ordinary citizens, while twice as many (33%) say they listen
“only sometimes” (Figure 1). Aimost half (48%) think that common folk are “never” listened to.

While perceptions that council members frequently listen to their constituents differ little by
lived poverty status! (12%-18%), very poor respondents are nearly twice as likely as the
economically well-off to say this never happens (67% vs. 36%).

Figure 1: Do members of the local government council listen to ordinary people?
| by lived poverty | South Africa | 2025
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Respondents were asked: How much of the time do you think the following fry their best to listen to
what ordinary people have to say: Members of local government council?

In 2022, Afrobarometer asked survey participants whether they thought they could “get
together with others and make your elected local government councillor listen to your
concerns” about an important community issue. Respondents were split down the middle as
to whether it was likely (48%) or unlikely (48%) (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Make local government councillors listen to you? | South Africa | 2022
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! Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI) measures respondents’ levels of material deprivation by asking how
often they or their families went without basic necessities (enough food, enough water, medical care, enough
cooking fuel, and a cash income) during the preceding year. For more on lived poverty, see Mattes and Lekalake
(2025).
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Contact councillor

Despite their doubts about being heard, the share of South Africans who report reaching out
to their local government councillor grew steadily between 2006 and 2022. Four in 10
respondents (39%) say they contacted a councillor af least once during the previous year to
discuss a problem or share their views, almost double the 22% recorded 16 years earlier
(Figure 3).

Among 35 countries where this question was asked in 2021/2023, only neighbouring
Zimbabwe sported a higher contact rate (42%) (Figure 4).

Figure 3: Contacted local government councillor | South Africa | 2006-2022
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Respondents were asked: During the past year, how often have you contacted any of the following
persons about some important problem or to give them your views: A local government councillore
(% who say “only once,” "“a few times,” or “often”)

Figure 4: Contacted local government councillor (%) | 35 countries | 2021/2023
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Respondents were asked: During the past year, how often have you contacted any of the following
persons about some important problem or to give them your views: A local government councillore
(% who say “only once,” "a few times,” or “often”)
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Councillor performance

South Africans are highly critical of their local representatives: Seven in 10 (70%) “disapprove”
(32%) or “strongly disapprove” (38%) of their councillor’'s performance, compared to 27%
who sing their praises (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Local government councillor performance | South Africa | 2025
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Respondents were asked: Do you approve or disapprove of the way that the following person has
performed their job over the past 12 months, or haven’t you heard enough about them to say: Your
local government councillorg

Economically well-off individuals are at least twice as likely as their less-privileged
counterparts to approve of their local government’s performance (47% vs. 17%-23%) (Figure
6). More men (31%) than women (23%) are satisfied, and Whites (43%) are more likely to
express approval than other races (12%-32%).

More than half (58%) of Democratic Alliance supporters say their councillor is doing a good
job, far outpacing supporters of other political parties and nonpartisans.

Positive appraisals are especially low among Asians? (12%), poorly educated respondents
(17%), and senior citizens (19% of those aged 56 years and older).

Despite similar performance ratings in urban centres and rural areas, evaluations vary widely
across the country (Figure 7). Roughly four in 10 citizens are happy with their councillor’s
performance in Limpopo (43%) and Gauteng (37%), while one in four approve in the Western
Cape (26%), the Northern Cape (25%), and KwaZulu-Natal (25%).

Just 7% of Eastern Cape residents voice satisfaction with their local leader.

2 Due to the small number of Asian South Africans in the survey sample (n=67), the margin of error is higher
than for larger samples. Generalisations about this group should therefore be treated with caution.
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Figure 6: Approval of local government councillor performance | by demographic
group | South Africa | 2025

Women I 23%
Men IS 31%

Rural I 4%
Ubaon I 27%

18-35 years 28%
36-55 years 28%
56 years and older 19%

White I 43%
Coloured/Mixed race I 32%

Block s 25%

Asion mm 12%

Primary/No formal education s 17%
Secondary N 22%
Post-secondary s 37%

No lived poverty I 47%
Low lived poverty s 23%
Moderate lived poverty I 22%
High lived poverty 1 17%

Democratic Alliance supporters I 58%
Economic Freedom Fighters supporters s 33%
African National Congress supporfers s 30%
uMkhonto we Sizwe supporters s 21%
Ofther political party supporters I 24%
Nonpartisans B 21%

0% 20%  40%  60%  80%  100%

Respondents were asked: Do you approve or disapprove of the way that the following person has
performed their job over the past 12 months, or haven't you heard enough about them to say: Your
local government councillorg (% who say “approve” or “strongly approve”)

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data — on any
question, for any country and survey round. It’s easy and
free at www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis.
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Figure 7: Approval of local government councillor performance | by province
| South Africa | 2025

43%
43%

16%
15% 37% 7%

Al 25%
25%

7%

26%

Powered by Bing
© GeoNames, Microsoft, TomTom

Respondents were asked: Do you approve or disapprove of the way that the following person has
performed their job over the past 12 months, or haven't you heard enough about them to say: Your
local government councillorg (% who “approve" or “strongly approve”)

Perceived corruption in local government

South Africans are becoming increasingly sceptical about their local officials’ bona fides:
Virtually all (95%) of those surveyed say at least “some” local government councillors are
involved in corruption, up from 72% in 2008 (Figure 8).

And while the overall share who perceive corruption in local government is the same as the
previous peak in 2015 (?5%3), the composition has changed for the worse: 34% now think that
“all” councillors are corrupt, compared to 15% a decade earlier.

Poor and rich South Africans are equally likely to suspect that *most” or *all” councillors are
involved in graft (both 78%) (Figure 9).

Perceptions of widespread corruption are comparatively lower among rural residents (59%,
vs. 70% among urbanites), the elderly (58%, vs. 67%-69% among younger generations), and
the least-educated respondents (58%, vs. 66%-70% among those with secondary schooling or
more). Overwhelming majorities hold this view among supporters of the Economic Freedom
Fighters (89%) and Asians (87%).

3 Due to rounding, percentages for combined categories reported in the text may differ slightly from the sum of
sub-categories shown in figures (e.g. 47% “some of them,” 32% “most of them,” and 15% “all of them” sum to
95%).
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Figure 8: Perceptions of corruption in local government | South Africa | 2006-2025
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Respondents were asked: How many of the following people do you think are involved in corruption, or
haven’t you heard enough about them to say: Local government councillors?

Figure 9: Perceptions of widespread corruption in local government
| by demographic group | South Africa | 2025
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Respondents were asked: How many of the following people do you think are involved in corruption, or
haven’t you heard enough about them to say: Local government councillorse (% who say “most of
them' or “all of them”)
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The media plays an important role as a government watchdog, informing the citizenry of
corruption scandals. Survey data suggest that traditional news media have contributed to
public knowledge of government financial abuse: Frequent consumers of current affairs via
newspapers, television, and radio are 10-11 percentage points more likely than infrequent
users and non-users to perceive widespread corruption in local government (Figure 10).

In confrast, views do not differ according to use of digital news media.

Figure 10: Perceptions of widespread corruption in local government | by news
consumption | South Africa | 2025
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Respondents were asked: How many of the following people do you think are involved in corruption, or
haven’t you heard enough about them to say: Local government councillors¢ (% who say “most of
them” or “all of them”)

Trust in local government

Only one-fourth (26%) of citizens say they frust their local government council “somewhat”
(20%) or “alot” (6%) (Figure 11). Close to half (46%) express no confidence whatsoever in it.

Trust levels eroded steadily during the 2010s, from 42% in 2011 to 24% in 2021, and have not
recovered since (Figure 12).

Three in 10 youth (30%) say they have faith in their local government council, compared to
23%-24% among their elders (Figure 13). Trust is higher among well-off (41%) and highly
educated respondents (34%) than among their poorer (17%-23%) and less-educated (21%-
23%) peers.

Two-thirds (66%) of Democratic Alliance supporters voice trust in their council, while fewer
than one-third say the same among all other partisans and nonpartisans (20%-31%). Coloured
and mixed-race respondents are four times more likely to express trust in their local
representatives than Asians (39% vs. 10%).
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Figure 11: Trust in local government | South Africa | 2025
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Respondents were asked: How much do you trust the following, or haven’t you heard enough about
them to say: Your local government council?

Figure 12: Trust in local government | South Africa | 2006-2025
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Respondents were asked: How much do you trust the following, or haven’t you heard enough about
them to say: Your local government council?
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Figure 13: Trust local government somewhat/a lot | by demographic group
| South Africa | 2025
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Respondents were asked: How much do you trust the following, or haven't you heard enough about
them to say: Your local government council? (% who say “somewhat” or “a lot”)

Local government transparency

In 2022, Afrobarometer asked respondents whether they think local government information
should be made available to the public or be kept for government use only. Most South
Africans indicated a preference for tfransparency: Large majorities endorsed public access to
local government budgets and expenditures (79%) and all bids and contracts for local
government projects and procurement (75%) (Figure 14).
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Figure 14: Support for making local government information publicly available
| South Africa | 2022
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Respondents were asked: For each of the following, please tell me whether ordinary citizens and news
media should have the right to obtain this information from government, or whether government should
be allowed to keep the information away from the public: Budgets and expenditures for the local
government council? All bids and contracts with businesses that have competed for government-
funded projects or purchases? (% who say "yes, make available to the public”)

Conclusion

Findings from the most recent Afrobarometer survey reveal deep and growing public
frustration with local government. Trust levels are down from the 2000s, while perceptions of
corruption — always high — have increased even further.

Only one in four South Africans rate their local government councillor’s performance
positively, while even fewer think members of the local council listen to ordinary people. And
it is not for want of trying fo make themselves heard: In 2022, four in 10 citizens reported that
they reached out to their local representative about an issue during the previous year.

The public will have to hope that the mooted reforms to local government structures deliver
on their promises. In the meantime, political parties have an opportunity to take note of
citizens’ grievances ahead of local government elections later this year.
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