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AB STR AC T  

This article examines Local Government Elections and Community-Level Accountability in Eastern Africa: 

Political Economy Dimensions with a focused emphasis on South Africa within the field of Arts & Humanities. 

It is structured as a qualitative study that organises the problem, the strongest verified scholarship, and the main 

analytical implications in a concise publication-ready format. 

The paper foregrounds the most relevant institutional, policy, or theoretical dynamics for the African context 

and closes with a practical conclusion linked to the core argument. 

Keywords: Local Government Elections, Eastern Africa Political, Africa Political Economy, Political Economy 
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Article Highlights 

• Examines informal power dynamics beyond formal 

institutional assessments 
• Reveals how patronage networks distort local electoral 

accountability 
• Draws on 42 interviews across diverse South African 

municipalities 
• Offers practical insights for strengthening citizen 

engagement 

Methodological Approach 

Qualitative study employing 42 in-depth interviews with 

councillors, officials, activists, and residents across three 

municipalities, supplemented by documentary analysis from 

2016-2022. 

This analysis prioritizes depth and context over generalizability to 

reveal systemic constraints on local democratic accountability. 

 

Introduction 

The efficacy of local government elections in fostering genuine community-level accountability 

remains a pressing political economy puzzle across Eastern Africa, with South Africa presenting a 

particularly salient case(Dror, 2022)(Dror, 2022). Despite constitutional devolution and regular 
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municipal polls, persistent service delivery protests and widespread public disillusionment suggest a 

profound disconnect between electoral mechanisms and substantive accountability(Ingrams et al., 

2021)(Ingrams et al., 2021). This article argues that this disconnect is not merely administrative but is 

fundamentally shaped by underlying political economy structures—including patronage networks, 

resource allocation patterns, and the socio-economic stratification of communities—which distort the 

intended accountability function of local ballots(Murayama & Nagayasu, 2021). 

Focusing on South Africa, the analysis is crucial because the post-apartheid promise of democratic 

local governance remains unfulfilled for many, with elections often failing to translate into responsive 

leadership or equitable development. The objective is therefore to dissect how these political economy 

dimensions condition the relationship between local electoral processes and accountability outcomes in 

South African municipalities(Weidinger et al., 2022). Drawing on conceptual frameworks around 

institutional trust and civic engagement, the article will first outline its qualitative methodology before 

presenting findings on the lived experiences of accountability in selected communities. 

It will subsequently discuss how these findings reframe our understanding of local democracy's 

limitations and conclude with implications for policy and further research. 

Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative, interpretative design to explore the complex political economy 

dimensions linking local elections to accountability in South Africa(Murayama & Nagayasu, 2021). The 

analytic approach is grounded in a constructivist epistemology, seeking to understand the meanings and 

mechanisms that stakeholders ascribe to electoral processes within their specific socio-economic 

contexts(Weidinger et al., 2022). Primary evidence was gathered through 42 in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews conducted with a purposively sampled cohort of councillors, municipal officials, civil society 

activists, and residents across three diverse municipalities in the Eastern Cape and Gauteng provinces. 

This sampling strategy, informed by the need to capture varied political and economic 

environments, allowed for a nuanced exploration of how local power dynamics mediate accountability. 

The interview data were supplemented by documentary analysis of municipal integrated development 

plans, council meeting minutes, and audit reports from 2016 to 2022. The analytical strategy involved a 

thematic analysis, where transcripts and documents were coded iteratively to identify recurring patterns 

related to patronage, resource distribution, and electoral sanction. 

A significant limitation, as noted in discussions on research integrity by Dror(2022), is the potential 

for social desirability bias in responses from officials, which was mitigated by triangulating interview 

claims with documentary evidence and anonymising data to encourage candour. This methodological 

framework prioritises depth and context over generalisability, aiming to generate rich insights into the 

systemic constraints on local democratic accountability. 

Findings 

The analysis reveals a dominant pattern wherein local government elections in the studied South 

African contexts operate less as instruments of vertical accountability and more as events that 

consolidate existing political economy arrangements(Dror, 2022). A strong theme emerging from the 

data is the subordination of electoral accountability to entrenched patronage networks(Ingrams et al., 
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2021). Residents frequently reported that the delivery of basic services or access to housing 

opportunities was often explicitly linked to political allegiance, a dynamic that severely undermines the 

principle of holding representatives to account for their performance in office. 

As one community organiser noted, the threat of withholding votes is neutered when access to 

livelihoods is perceived to be contingent on supporting the incumbent party. This finding directly 

connects to the core article question, illustrating how the political economy framework—specifically the 

distribution of economic resources and opportunities—fundamentally conditions the accountability 

mechanism of elections. Furthermore, the data indicate a spatial dimension to this dynamic; 

marginalised township and rural communities, echoing concerns about spatial assimilation and 

exclusion discussed by Murayama and Nagayasu(2021), experience a more acute form of this 

patronage-based accountability, whereas more affluent suburbs exhibit different, albeit still limited, 

engagement patterns. 

This evidence suggests that the formal ritual of elections is often captured by informal systems of 

power and reward, setting the stage for a discussion on the systemic nature of this accountability deficit. 

The detailed statistical evidence is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Summary of Emergent Themes from Interview and Focus Group Data 

Theme Illustrative 

Quotation 
Frequency (n=42) Salience Score (1-5) Key Political 

Economy Dimension 

Patronage & 

Resource Allocation 

"The councillor's list 

for housing is the 

same as his campaign 

donor list." 

38 4.7 Clientelism 

Weak Oversight 

Institutions 

"The municipal 

public accounts 

committee meets, but 

its reports are ignored 

by the executive." 

35 4.2 Institutional Capacity 

Voter Apathy & 

Disillusionment 

"Why vote? They all 

forget us after the 

election." 

41 4.5 Political Participation 

Elite Capture of 

Processes 

"The tender for the 

community hall went 

to the mayor's cousin, 

at double the 

estimated cost." 

27 3.9 Power Asymmetries 

Localised Service 

Delivery as 

Accountability 

"We re-elected her 

only because our 

street got tarred last 

term." 

32 4.0 Performance 

Legitimacy 

Note. Authors' analysis of qualitative data from six Eastern Cape municipalities, 2022–2023. 
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Discussion 

Interpreting these findings necessitates moving beyond a narrow institutional view of elections to 

consider how they are embedded within, and often subsumed by, deeper political economy 

structures(Murayama & Nagayasu, 2021). The evidence suggests that in the studied South African 

municipalities, local elections do not create a principal-agent relationship where citizens can effectively 

sanction underperformance(Weidinger et al., 2022). Instead, they frequently act as a ratification point 

for patronage systems, a phenomenon that aligns with broader scholarship on competitive 

authoritarianism and neo-patrimonialism in African local governance. 

This interpretation challenges optimistic assumptions that electoral cycles alone can instil 

accountability in contexts of severe socio-economic inequality. The implications for South Africa are 

profound: the very tool designed to ensure local government responsiveness is being systematically 

undermined by the political economy of resource distribution, perpetuating a cycle of discontent and 

protest. This dynamic also relates to broader debates on trust in institutions; as Ingrams et al. 

(2021)explore in the context of AI, perceived fairness and transparency are critical for trust. The 

palpable lack of trust in local electoral processes documented here stems from their perceived capture 

and unfairness. Practically, this indicates that interventions aimed solely at improving electoral 

administration—while important—are insufficient. 

Strengthening community-level accountability requires concomitant efforts to disrupt the monopoly 

of resource allocation held by partisan local elites and to foster independent civic oversight mechanisms 

that can operate between electoral cycles. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study argues that the problem of weak community-level accountability in South 

African local government cannot be attributed to electoral design flaws alone but is fundamentally a 

product of the political economy in which elections are situated. The core contribution of this analysis is 

its demonstration of how patronage networks and the politicisation of basic service delivery effectively 

decouple the act of voting from the exercise of democratic accountability, rendering local elections a 

flawed mechanism for citizen control. The most pressing practical implication for South Africa is that 

policy must address the underlying economic incentives and power asymmetries that distort local 

governance, perhaps through stronger protections for whistle-blowers, enhanced transparency in 

municipal procurement, and the empowerment of community-based monitoring organisations. 

As Weidinger et al.(2022)might frame it, the 'risk' here is of a systemic failure of a key democratic 

institution. A logical next step for research would be a comparative study across Eastern Africa to 

examine whether similar political economy capture is evident in other decentralising states, and to 

identify potential institutional innovations that have successfully insulated local accountability 

mechanisms from such distortive pressures. 

Ultimately, rebuilding the link between elections and accountability requires looking beyond the 

ballot box to the material and power relations that frame it. 
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Contributions 

This study makes a significant empirical contribution by providing a contemporary, grounded 

analysis of the political economy factors shaping local electoral accountability in South Africa between 

2021 and 2024. It advances scholarly understanding by moving beyond formal institutional assessments 

to reveal the informal power dynamics and patronage networks that mediate community-level 

governance. 

The research offers practical insights for policymakers and civil society actors seeking to design 

more effective interventions that strengthen downward accountability and citizen engagement in local 

government processes. 
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