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1. Abstract 
Accountability is a concept that migrates from a mundane accounting term to an organizational value especially in Local Government in South Africa. This paper seeks to identify the roots of public accountability in the South African Local Government legislative framework to establish what public accountability in the local government context means. The paper defines the cyclical nature of public accountability and illustrates various types of public accountability. It discusses instruments, institutional arrangements as well as systems and methodologies that promote or create an enabling environment to achieve public accountability and a framework for evaluating what a public accountability regime would include. Some suggestions towards creating a culture of public accountability in an organization are also provided.
2. Introduction
The foreword by Minister Sydney Mufamadi the National Minister of Provincial and Local Government in the Local Government Anti-Corruption Strategy is apt in contextualizing public accountability when he said, 

“The initiative to promote good governance and accountability is premised on the principle that serving the public is fundamentally a privilege.
This means that discipline and integrity required of those who serve the public as elected representatives or appointed administrators, is higher than that expected of other sectors in our society. The obligations of public office need honest and ingenuous accounting, also require commitment to democratic process. We, who are entrusted with this privilege, should possess a strong sense of responsibility to act with efficiency and competence, and to discipline personal desires to standards of law and democratic expectation. We have a duty to frame judgements within the context of our constitutional values, yet shape them in response to legitimate public demands. We have further obligation to seek outcomes that are respectful of the public, within the demands of the law, particularly since we are trustees of the public good in an environment dominated by private interests.”

3.  The Roots of Public Accountability in the South African Local Government Legislative Framework

Municipal Councils in South Africa can be viewed as both the “engine rooms” of democracy and the last link in the accountability chain. This has been reinforced through the passing of national legislation aimed at ensuring greater public accountability in local government. The Municipal Structures Act, No. 117 of 1998; The Municipal Systems Act, No. 32 of 2000; and most notably, The Municipal Finance Management Act, No. 56 of 2003 were enacted to create an enabling environment for good governance and public accountability. 

The supreme law of the Country, the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa Act, No. 108 of 1996 (hereinafter referred to as the Constitution) states in section 152(1)(a) that the first of the “Objects of Local Government” is “to provide democratic and accountable government for local communities”.
One of the basic values and principles also enshrined in Section 195 of Chapter 10 of the Constitution is that “Public Administration must be accountable”.
This principle is reinforced as it relates to local government in South Africa in the Local Government: Municipal Systems Act, No. 32 of 2000 (hereinafter referred to as the Systems Act), that the council of a municipality, “has the duty to provide, without favour or prejudice, democratic and accountable government” and in Section 50 of the same Act, enjoins local public administration to the basic values and principles embodied in Section 195 of the Constitution.
The Municipal Finance Management Act, No. 56 of 2003 (hereinafter referred to as the MFMA), requires municipalities to prepare and adopt annual reports “to promote accountability to the local community for decisions made throughout the year by the municipality or municipal entity”.
Apart from these specific provisions of only these three key legislation in South Africa, the words accountable or accountability appear 46 times in all of them and this excludes any synonyms to the words such as responsibility or responsive which also appear in the legislation. If this is any indication of the importance of accountability, maybe we ought to already be convinced. But with accountability being what now appears to be another politically correct word, it is necessary to have a clear understanding of what it actually means and how to achieve it.

4. Defining Public Accountability
The word “accountability” is synonymous with the words “responsibility, liability, culpability, answerability, and chargeability”.  And public accountability is very often in South Africa used interchangeably with the words good governance.
In our minds, these words conjure up images of equity, transparency and fairness which draw us to the next logical link to the Batho Pele Principles embodied in the Batho Pele White Paper which is the national governments' White Paper for Transforming Public Service Delivery. It is all about giving good customer service to the users of government services.

There are 8 principles or guidelines for Batho Pele in the White Paper. They are:

1. Consultation 

2. Service Standards 

3. Access 

4. Courtesy 

5. Information 

6. Openness and Transparency 

7. Redress / Dealing with complaints 

8. Best Value 

In KwaZulu-Natal we have another three principles. They are:

9. Encouraging Innovation and Rewarding Excellence 

10. Service Delivery Impact 

11. Leadership and Strategic Direction 

Batho Pele -"People First" was conceived with the intention of transforming service delivery in the public sector. Good service delivery leads to happy customers and employee satisfaction for a job well done. The principles of consultation, service standards, information, openness and transparency and best value are most dominant in the context of public accountability.
The component word “public” in the phrase “public accountability” prompts ideas of transparency such as when one refers to public documents, or the word refers directly to the general public as the communities we serve or the clients … “People First or Batho Pele”. Within the general public are various stakeholders, including persons such as the Member of the Executive Council or MEC responsible for Local Government, organizations such as Non-government Organisations or Community Based Organisations, institutions such as Religious institutions or financiers or other bodies such as environmental groups, to whom local government and government at large is accountable.
The Collins Concise Dictionary defines:  “Accountable adj 1 responsible to someone or for some action. 2 able to be explained. Accountability n”
For the purpose of this discussion a simple definition of public accountability in the context of local government in South Africa would be the obligation to explain and justify conduct and decisions to a stakeholder. This is similar to the definition of public accountability as a social relationship offered by Mark Bovens (2006) which states that “accountability is the relationship between an actor and a forum, in which the actor has an obligation to explain and to justify his or her conduct, the forum can pose questions and pass judgment, and the actor may face consequences”.
5. Types of Accountability

Public accountability is to be found in many forms and public institutions, especially government are required to account to various forums in a number of ways and at different times. Examples hereof are the reporting requirements within a municipality through the council committees that may be established in terms of the Local Government: Municipal Structures Act, No. of 117 of 1998 or the Oversight Committee required in terms of the MFMA, 
Boven (2006) proposes a taxonomy highlighting different types of accountability which has been adapted to illustrate a local government perspective through examples of different types of accountability that are prevalent in South Africa in Table 1 below:
TABLE 1: TYPES OF ACCOUNTABILITY IN SA LOCAL GOVERNMENT
	Type of Accountability
	SA Local Government Example/s

	Based on Nature of the Forum

	Political
	· Accountability by councillors to their constituencies
· Accountability of the MEC for Local Government to the Provincial Legislature
· Accountability of municipalities to the Legislature

	Legal
	· Accountability to the courts
· Legal scrutiny prescribed by civil, penal or administrative statute, or precedent such as testing a municipality’s compliance with the provisions of the MFMA or the Municipal Property Rates Act, No. 6 0f 2004

	Administrative
	· Accountability to Auditors
· Accountability to Department of Local Government and Traditional Affairs

	Professional
	· Municipal Managers accountable to the Institute of Local Government Managers (ILGM)
· Accountability to the South African Local Government Association

	Social
	· Accountability to interest groups and all other stakeholders including the local community

	Based on Nature of the Actor

	Corporate
	· The liability  of the council as a legal entity which can sue and be sued

	Hierarchical
	· Accountability along the “chain of command” such as the Municipal Manager being accountable to council
· Supervisor and subordinate relationships

	Collective
	· A council being jointly and severally liable for a bad decision which resulted in losses to the municipality

	Individual
	· A member of staff is disciplined for misconduct

	Based on the Nature of the Conduct

	Financial
	· Accountability through a financial audit
· Accountability to a donor or funder

	Procedural
	· Compliance with the Integrated Development Planning Process in terms of the Systems Act.
· Compliance with the Budgetary process in terms of the MFMA.

· Compliance with the administrative Justice Act provisions

	Product
	· Safety of infrastructure 


	Based on the Nature of the Obligation

	Vertical
	· A manager appointed in terms of Section 57 of the Systems Act being accountable to the Council.

	Diagonal
	· Similar to professional accountability to peers

	Horizontal
	· Accountability of members of a team to each other


6. The Public Accountability Chain

It is presumed that public accountability occurs at the end of an event, relationship, process or project. However, the beginning of the chain of public accountability especially in local government in South Africa lies in the fact that municipalities in South Africa or anywhere in the world do not operate in a vacuum and more importantly, public accountability pertains to the obligations of persons or entities entrusted with public resources to be answerable for fiscal, managerial and programme responsibilities that have been conferred on them, and to report to those who have conferred those responsibilities. Boncondin (2007)
In South Africa, it is prescribed that local government must encourage the involvement of the local community and consult the community in planning and budgeting processes. Herein lies the commencement of public accountability through such community participation and transparency in planning and budgeting. At the end of the continuum lies annual reporting back to the community as the last leg of public accountability. This cyclical process ensures the continuous involvement of and accountability to the public. Figure 1 below highlights the cyclical nature of this process.
FIGURE 1
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7. Instruments of Public Accountability
The local government legal framework in South Africa has evolved since democratization of the country and introduced various reforms that are aimed at achieving good governance and public accountability.  In conjunction with the cyclical processes of local government as highlighted above, some of the instruments prescribed through local government legislation to promote public accountability and transparency are highlighted below:
· Integrated Development Plan, a document which captures the strategic priorities of the municipality and highlights service delivery imperatives over a period of five years and which is reviewed annually to ensure effective implementation;
· Budgets, annual expression of the resource allocations for implementation of strategic priorities;
· Service Delivery and Budget Implementation Plans, are specific measurable implementation plan to give effect to the IDP and ensure budget and operational alignment to the IDP;
· Performance Agreements, which are annually entered into by senior managers in the municipality to ensure cohesion and alignment of individual plans to strategic priorities in the IDP and budget as the corporate plans;
· In-year- monitoring Reports, are submissions made to the provincial treasury and should also be made to councils to monitor expenditure against the budget, determine shortcomings and take remedial action where necessary;
· Mid-year Budget and Performance Assessment; conducted at mid-year to take stock of progess in service delivery and expenditure and make necessary adjustments to ensure achievement of objectives or reprioritization of operational activities;
· Performance Management System; which is set up to enable measure of corporate and individual performance against predetermined objectives in line with strategic priorities; and

· Annual Reports; a reconciliation of performance both financial and service delivery which highlights achievements, non-achievements, measures to improve performance and reports such to the local community.
8. Institutional Arrangements for Public Accountability

These are but mere instruments to record and present information for public accountability however, it is also necessary to ensure an appropriate institutional arrangement to promote accountability. This will ensure engagement with stakeholders and an opportunity to get input and provide feedback on activities of the municipality. Such institutional arrangements have also been extensively legislated and many of them have been established in the majority of municipalities in KwaZulu-Natal. Some of the necessary structures are:

· Ward Committees;

· Council Committees for different portfolios (such as finance, corporate, infrastructure/technical etc.)

· Management meetings/committees;

· Audit Committees;

· Performance Audit Committees;

· Executive Committee;

· Council;

· District Coordinating Forums;

· Premier’s Coordinating Forum;

· IDP representative forums;

· Various other forums that may be established.

9. Public Accountability Systems and Methodologies

A technique introduced recently in financial management in local government in South Africa to improve governance and control is accrual accounting. By establishing a clear link between expenditure and performance, accrual accounting helps to focus on outcomes and results not just budgets and spending.

There has also been a clear shift from financial accounting to performance auditing and public accountability. In this regard, to overcome some of the challenges of maladministration, fraud and corruption and poor service delivery many countries have been introducing systems and initiatives to strengthen their public accountability systems especially audit, performance management and monitoring and evaluation systems. Various expenditure tracking and reporting systems have also been introduced. This is also the trend in South Africa and has required an increase in investment in such systems especially in the local government sphere.
10. Is that All that is necessary?
A sound legal framework is but one variable and is not sufficient to ensure transformation of local government in meeting the development objective of providing democratic and accountable local government for communities. Real transformation must therefore come from the roleplayers in the area of local government. The capacity of individuals and collectives through forums and committee systems as effective institutional arrangements, systems, processes, skills and resources as well as a political and organizational will are prerequisites for effective governance and public accountability. 
An enabling environment for effective oversight is necessary but effective implementation is critical to give effect to the intention of the legislator. Therefore, a clear understanding of roles and the issues to oversee and the capacity of the administrative support staff to report, draft resolutions and track recommendations is critical for internal effectiveness and accountability of municipal councils. 
The South African local government legal framework is extensive and comprehensive and if municipalities in the country ensure minimum compliance, they will at least have started on the path of public accountability.
11. So, what would a Public Accountability Regime include?
Clearly, public accountability is a multi-dimensional issue and requires the inter-relationship between various leadership, management and systemic aspects to promote effective governance and ultimately public accountability.
A Public Accountability regime would therefore embody the following key priority areas in the establishment of a holistic approach to public accountability:

· Values or Principles;
· Processes;
· Institutional Arrangements;
· Systems;
· Reporting instruments; and
· Commitment and will to ensure accountability.
These factors would serve as the basis on which the level of public accountability in a municipality is evaluated to ensure a comprehensive and cohesive approach to achieving the goal of public accountability. Addressing these aspects would ensure that the municipality is able to move from a conceptual framework of public accountability to a far more practical and implementable solution.
12. Going the Extra Mile to achieve Success
The basic ingredients for good governance and public accountability are highlighted above and a minimum level of compliance will ensure that at least the governance environment is conducive to public accountability. 
Addressing the following key issues will ensure success in this area and requires an approach and methodology that promotes an effective organizational culture for public accountability:

· Setting Strategic Direction
In the light of local government stakeholders being a diverse mix of communities, individuals, businesses, and interest groups, often with very divergent values and objectives. It is up to local government leaders both management and politicians alike to bring together conflicting viewpoints to a single set of strategic objectives that are in the best interest of the communities they serve.

· Establishing Controls

Inadequate controls is the most common issue raised in audit reports of municipalities in KwaZulu-Natal and is a leading source of governance problems and indicative of a lack of public accountability. It is necessary for municipalities to ensure that the control environment is conducive to promoting good governance, public accountability and mitigating the risk of maladministration, fraud and corruption. The establishment and effective functionality of internal audit units and audit committees will strongly support municipalities to address this issue.

· Managing Risk

New auditing standards require risk based approach and although a certain amount of risk is unavoidable, it is necessary to identify risk and manage that risk systematically.
· Maintaining Ethical Standards
Government is entrusted with public funds and resources and must adhere to the highest ethical standards, of honesty, integrity, and objectivity. These can be achieved only through the realization of the principles governing public administration in South Africa including a combination of professionalism, personal standards and a rigorous control framework.
· Openness and Transparency

Sharing information through openness and transparency helps to instill public confidence and trust. These are increasingly becoming key operating requirements in government. The internet has already fueled the public’s thirst for information and provided a means to satisfy it. Amongst other things, municipal websites and access to information is also legislated in South Africa.
· Focusing on results

Good intentions and ethical behaviour are not sufficient to ensure public accountability. Ultimately, accountability is measured in terms of outcomes and constituent value and not just money spent. Thus it is necessary to focus on results and look beyond outputs to outcomes and impact especially in the local government service delivery environment. It is necessary to embrace performance measurement.
13. Conclusion
Public accountability is therefore not just a concept and a sound legal and policy framework may not be sufficient to ensure effective transformation and achievement of the goal of public accountability in a democratic system of governance. 

Ensuring public accountability requires rigorous effort to put together a combination of variables in order to achieve public accountability. It is necessary to address all elements of the public accountability regime to ensure that good governance prevails and equally important to evaluate an organization’s public accountability regime against a framework that enables effective implementation and practice of accountability. An organizational culture of accountability will ultimately ensure success.
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