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Introduction 

 

1. The subject implies some belief that technical astuteness will provide quality 

leadership and good governance.  So perhaps one should reflect on what 

technically astute implies. Being technically astute denotes that one is well 

qualified to make policy and implementation decisions regarding matters 

which they are experts in. Often they are caught up in technical tasks to see 

the forest for the trees. Should ministers be technocrats, meaning should they 

have a qualification in the portfolio subject matter and demonstrable 

expertise? 

 

2. In answering this question we will first look at the demands of modern 

governance.  We will then look at the roles that members of the political 

executive play in modern systems of governance.   From the demands of 

modern governance and the roles of members of the political executive, the 

appointment requirements for jobs of minister can then be derived.  Lastly we 

can reflect on whether our political system is conducive to the application of 

these requirements to the selection and appointment of members of the 

political executive and we make some recommendations for change. 

 

Demands of modern governance 

 

3. The UNDP defines governance as “the exercise of political, economic and 

administrative authority to manage a nation’s affairs. It is the complex 



2 

mechanisms, processes, relationships and institutions through which citizens 

and groups articulate their interests, exercise their rights and obligations and 

mediate their differences.” [UNDP, 1997.] 

 

4. According to the World Bank, “governance is the process through which state 

and non-state actors interact to design and implement policies within a given 

set of formal and informal rules that shape and are shaped by power.  Power 

is defined as the ability of groups and individuals to make others act in the 

interest of those groups and individuals and to bring about specific outcomes.  

Depending on the context, actors may establish a government as a set of 

formal state institutions (organizations and rules) that enforce and implement 

policies.  Also depending on the context, state actors will play a more or less 

important role with respect to non-state actors such as civil society 

organizations and business lobbies.  In addition, governance takes place at 

different levels, from international bodies, to national state institutions, to local 

government agencies, to community and business associations. These 

dimensions often overlap, creating a complex network of actors and interests.” 

[World Bank, 2017, p 41.] 

 

5. The World Bank also emphasises the building of strong institutions.  A country 

may have the best policies but it needs strong institutions to implement them.  

Legal reforms may come to naught if the new laws are not enforced 

consistently.  Institutional processes include accountability arrangements, 

reliable information for management decision-making, budget processes, 

accounting systems, procurement systems, and public participation 

processes.  Failure to involve beneficiaries affected by the design and 

implementation of projects can substantially erode their sustainability. So, 

good governance is central to creating an institutional environment where 

development policies and programmes can come to fruition.  Good institutions 

will not evolve on their own – they need to be purposefully built. 

 

6. Furthermore, various definitions of good governance have been provided and 

this clearly indicates that we not the only ones who have pursued this 

concept. In 2006, the UN came up with eight principles on what good 

governance is, the OECD countries came up with their own definition and the 

World Bank came up with its own guidelines. The Common wealth also has its 

own guidelines. What we have picked up as commonalities are as follows: 

 

6.1 Accountability, 

6.2 Participation, 

6.3 Responsiveness to the needs of the people, 

6.4 Transparency and; 

6.5 The rule of law.  
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7. Therefore, PSC defines good governance as compliance with all the values in 

the Constitution.  These include the founding values like human dignity, 

equality, the advancement of human rights, non-racialism and the supremacy 

of the Constitution and the rule of law, but also the principles governing public 

administration in section 195, including the promotion of a high standard of 

professional ethics, development orientation, effective and efficient use of 

resources and responsiveness to needs of the people, transparency and 

accountability.  

 

8. According to Bourgon [2008], modern public administration will be 

characterised by: 

8.1 New approaches to service delivery where citizens are empowered to play 

key roles in service design, delivery and innovation. Citizens will be 

empowered through technology to take ownership of service delivery 

functions. 

8.2 New approaches to public policy where citizen engagement are strengthened 

to a level where they can make choices and enter into real debate about 

public policy. This will enhance the legitimacy of government. 

8.3 New systems of accountability – balancing rules and constraints to achieve 

policy goals with innovations in improving performance while maximising 

responsiveness to citizens’ needs. 

8.4 New forms of accountability to citizens – where public reporting on the 

achievement of societal goals are based on evidence, peer review and 

comparisons with other countries of similar development. 

8.5 Network management – where system-wide innovation is encouraged via 

shared knowledge and common information management systems and 

individual information transformed into the shared property of the collective. 

8.6 Partnership and shared governance as a management model of non-

hierarchical relationships, requiring sustained commitment, respect and trust. 

 

9. Modern governance places exceptionally high demands on governments.  

Today’s world is globally integrated and members of government need to 

understand international relations and inter-governmental relations. They 

should understand economics because the monetary and fiscal health of the 

country infuses most policy debates.   

 

10. We are a constitutional state and members of government should understand 

their obligations under the Constitution and should understand the issues 

when policies become subject to constitutional law.  They further need to be 

practical administrators and be able to oversee the delivery of services.  They 

should be able to communicate their policy choices to their constituencies and 

defend those policies.  They are accountable to parliament and should be 

able to answer questions around both policy and the details of budgets and 

implementation off the cuff, without deferring too much to experts in their 
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departments.  They should lastly have a good understanding of the needs of 

communities in order to improve the quality of lives of such communities. 

 

Roles of members of the political executive 

 

11. In order to adhere to the above demands, members of the executive play a 

variety of roles: 

 

11.1 They are members of Cabinet where they take joint decisions on all 

government matters.  They also participate in Cabinet Clusters, Inter 

Ministerial Committees and Ministerial Implementation Fora. 

11.2 They participate in inter-governmental structures for coordination (MINMECs) 

11.3 They develop and implement government policy. [Section 85(2)(b) and 

125(2)(d) of the Constitution.] 

11.4 They are involved in practical public administration to deliver services and 

oversee their departments.  The doctrine of ministerial accountability is well-

established in both the Constitution [section 85(2) and 92(2)] and South 

African public administration practice.  This requires that they must apply their 

own minds to all issues brought before them and will not be able to say that 

they have been advised. The former Deputy Chief Justice Dikgang Moseneke 

made this abundantly clear in the Life Esidimeni Arbitration. 

11.5 They are accountable to Parliament and must defend policy and the 

implementation of policy and all aspects of the administration of their 

departments in Parliament. 

11.6 They supervise the provinces through section 100 of the Constitution.  The 

same applies to provincial executives with regard to municipalities through 

section 139 of the Constitution.  They also supervise the implementation of 

specific policies in the provinces, especially with regard to concurrent 

functions. 

11.7 They need to interact with non-state actors to mobilise all sectors of the 

society behind common, social and developmental goals. This is important for 

the Developmental State we aspire to be. 

11.8 They are lastly party members that fulfil specific roles in the party. 

 

12. In light of the demands of good governance and roles of the members of the 

executive, should they also be technocrats in their respective portfolios? If so 

what would be the role of senior public servants?  

 

13. The traditional British allocation of roles between minister and permanent 

secretaries was that ministers were responsible for policy formulation and 

administrators for administration of the department and policy implementation. 

This is made clear in a British political sitcom Yes Minister where in a dispute 

on a location of roles between the minister and his permanent secretary, Sir 

Humphrey, the latter explains the roles as follows: “Minister, the traditional 
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allocation of executive responsibilities has always been so determined as to 

liberate the Ministerial incumbent from the administrative minutiae by 

devolving the managerial functions to those whose experience and 

qualifications have better formed them for the performance of such humble 

offices, thereby releasing their political overlords for the more onerous duties 

and profound deliberations that are the inevitable concomitant for their exalted 

position”. 

 
14. Sir Humphrey summarised this as that the job of the permanent secretary is to 

run the department and that of the minister is to make policy, get legislation 

enacted and secure the department’s budget in Cabinet. 

 
15. The PSC in its discussion document on Building a Capable, Career-oriented 

and Professional Public Service to underpin a Developmental State, argues 

that one should not oversimplify a demarcation between ministers being 

accountable for policy issues and heads of department being accountable for 

administrative matters. In reality, both do play in the space of formulating 

policy and running departments in our system. 

 
16. Further, the PSC provided the following guidelines on clear division of labour: 

 

16.1 Ministers have a political responsibility and heads of department a technical 

responsibility. 

16.2 Ministers are responsible to ensure delivery on the ruling party’s manifesto 

and heads of department for providing sound, honest, professional and 

comprehensive advice 

16.3 Ministers are responsible for outcomes and heads of department for outputs. 

16.4 Political leaders reigned and administrative leaders ruled. 

16.5 Political leaders set the broad development agenda and administrative 

leaders devised the policy tools towards its attainment. 

16.6 The role of political leaders concerns the ‘what’ and administrative leaders the 

‘how”. 

 

Appointment requirements for members of the political executive 

 

17. From the demands of good governance and the roles fulfilled by the members 

of the political executive, the following requirements for the job can be 

derived.  These can be divided between constitutional requirements, political 

requirements and policy or technical and other requirements. 

 

Constitutional requirements 

 

18. The absolute prerogative for appointing ministers of the Cabinet rests with the 

President, who may appoint ministers, assign powers and functions to them 
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and may dismiss them.  The President appoints ministers from among the 

members of the National Assembly.  No more than two ministers may be 

appointed from outside the ranks of the National Assembly. [Section 91 of the 

Constitution.] 

 

19. At the provincial level the same powers reside with the Premier of the 

province. [Section 132 of the Constitution.] 

 

20. Ours is a constitutional state with accountability to the Constitution foremost.  

This includes adherence to the values in the Constitution.  The Constitution is 

not only about law, but also about values.  The behaviour of members of the 

government and of the public service can not only be governed by law and 

regulations, but by values foremost. 

 

21. We have retained ministerial accountability.  A minister will never be able to 

say that he has been advised and thereby abdicate responsibility.  This 

requires capability to apply his or her mind to very complex issues.  Similarly, 

a public servant can never say he has been instructed – he must diligently 

execute his duties within the Constitution, the law and the values and 

principles of public administration contained in section 195 of the Constitution. 

 

Political considerations 

 

22. One would also not be able to avoid political considerations in the 

appointment of members of the executive.  Such considerations include: 

 

22.1 A potential candidate’s career in the party and in positions that the party may 

appoint candidates to, both party positions and parliamentary/ legislature and 

government positions. 

22.2 The support base of the President in the party. 

22.3 Representation of certain groups, e.g., women, youth, minority groups, and 

provincial/regional power houses. 

 

23. Our electoral system of proportional representation gives considerable power 

to the party, making these political considerations all the more unavoidable.  

In electoral outcomes that necessitate the forming of coalitions, these political 

considerations become even more important. 

 

Policy considerations/ technical requirements 

 

24. Policy in modern governance is increasingly complex and it is in this area that 

technical requirements become highly relevant. 
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25. Politics is about policy (and winning the power to implement a policy) and a 

member of the executive should be astute in the policy area to which he is 

appointed.  This doesn’t mean that policy expertise can’t be developed in a 

political career.  Politicians need to be able to defend many policy areas and 

need to be able to see the implications of one policy area for another. 

 

26. Modern governance is not a pure science.  There is no scientifically right 

answer.  Best practice can’t simply be imported from elsewhere.  It is more a 

question of mature consideration of all possible options and the complexities 

of the situation and careful judgement. 

 

27. Today’s world is complex, uncertain and fast-changing.  Not all problems are 

technical. Some problems are simple – cause and effect are repeatable, 

perceivable and predictable.  These can be left to technical experts.  Some 

problems are complicated – cause and effect are detectable but separated 

over time and space.  Then we have complex problems where cause and 

effect is understandable in retrospect but do not repeat themselves in the 

same pattern.  Problems may even be chaotic where cause and effect are not 

detectable.  It may require decision-makers to act first with very little guidance 

on the right course of action, then evaluate the outcome of the action and 

adjust policy on this basis. [Snowden, 2007.] 

 

28. Coordination, which is a big part of the job of the political executive, is not a 

simple problem.  Government departments are organised in functional silos, 

budgets are allocated in these same silos and accountability takes place 

within the same silos.  To effect coordination/ collaboration we need an entire 

rethink of the organisation structure, budget structure and accountability 

arrangements of government bureaucracy.  Our solutions up to now have 

been technocratic–  

 

28.1 Formalised coordination arrangements, such as clustering of departments 

28.2 Creating coordinating committees/ task teams/ fora/ councils 

28.3 Creating new programmes on top of existing programmes with the sole task of 

coordination (e.g., the rural development programme of the Department of 

Rural Development and Land Reform). 

28.4 Even whole departments are created to coordinate other departments – 

Department of Economic Development 

 

29. It can therefore be concluded that while it is advisable that ministers should 

have competence to deal with the requirements of modern governance it is 

doubtful that they need to be technocrats. 

 

30. Our point of departure is therefore that we do not necessarily need technical 

experts in cabinets.  Members of the executive should be politically astute 
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with sufficient knowledge about difficult topics to make informed decisions. 

They should be able to interact with technical experts and form productive 

working relationships with them.  There was a joke about decision-making in 

one of our past Presidencies that decision-making was based on proximity of 

information. 

 
31. A discussion about appointing technically astute people to the executive must 

therefore take place in relation to the role of a career-oriented, professional 

public service, which should provide the technical input.  Our discussion 

therefore needs to turn to the political-administrative interface.  

 

32. The biggest concern with the political-administrative interface in South Africa 

is that it is at best dysfunctional and a contributor to, among others, service 

delivery challenges, high turnover rate of Heads of Departments and well 

reported administrative, legal and political bungles that come back to haunt 

government from time to time. 

 

33. With regard to the relationship between members of the political executive 

and professional public servants a professor, who is a friend of mine, has 

formulated a “law of competence variance” that goes as follows: 

 

“The higher the variance of requisite technical competence between a political 

superior and subordinate managerial bureaucrat, the more strained will the 

relationship between the two be.  But it is complex:  If the variance is in favour 

of the political executive superior, the relationship might be more seriously 

affected, with the subordinate being undermined.” [SR Shabalala.] 

 

34. Problems at the political-administrative interface cannot be reduced to a 

single issue of the clarification of roles.  The doctrine of ministerial 

accountability is well-established in both the Constitution [section 85(2) and 

92(2)] and South African public administration practice.  Section 85 of the 

Constitution gives the responsibility for both developing and implementing 

policy to the Executive. 

 

35. The relationship between a Head of Department and a Minister is largely a 

working relationship between two people that depend on the maturity of both 

and cannot be governed by regulations and rules. 

 

36. It is therefore important to put in place as system to manage differences of 

opinion, conflicts and crisis at this level. This should include a uniform system 

to manage the multiple roles of Ministers in a manner that will protect both 

parties and prevent unnecessary conflict. There is a need to protect or 

insulate public servants from undue political pressure, irrespective of how they 

were appointed. This will ensure a balance between technical competence 
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and the legitimate political role of the executive.  Emphasis should be placed 

on the need to develop an interface characterised by the respect for the 

Constitution and the law and the principles and values of integrity, 

professionalism, respect, openness, learning, dialogue, feedback and ethics. 

 

Additional requirements 

 

37. Apart from the above constitutional, political and policy requirements, the 

following additional requirements are critical: 

 

37.1 Only people of the highest integrity should be appointed to political executive 

office. 

 

37.2 Another requirement is leadership qualities.  As said above, this is not a 

technocratic job.  It requires respect for the values in the Constitution, 

empathy for people and communities and a respect for human rights. 

 

37.3 The political leader should be patriotic. 

 

37.4 From the perspective of a developmental state, to which we aspire, the 

person should understand the importance of building strong institutions, how 

the levers of the state can be used to steer development, how the state 

should play an autonomous role and not be captured by sectional interests, 

and still be embedded in all sectors of the nation so that all sectors can be 

mobilised behind the developmental goals of the nation. 

 

38. From the perspective of competence, one would probably favour a highly 

capacitated person to fill the most important executive positions, for example 

Ministers Trevor Manuel and Pravin Gordhan were not experts on finance, 

they were respectively a civil engineer and a pharmacist, but had the capacity 

to quickly understand the issue. I even think today they regard themselves as 

experts.  However, such a person should be firmly embedded in the 

aspirations of all the communities in the country and shouldn’t be an ivory 

tower elite, or an elite serving narrow self-interest, lest they get estranged 

from the general population or capture the state for that self-interest. 

 

39. Capacity and competence to us is not the same as being certificated or 

having qualifications in a subject matter of a particular political portfolio. For 

example, at independence Zimbabwe had the most educated Cabinet and 

President. But that did not ultimately lead to good governance and 

development. I also understand that when General Rawlings took over in 

Ghana after a coup, he appointed a cabinet of professors. We doubt if this 

made Ghana the good developing country it is today. More considerations 

should be taken into account in choosing a minister, which may include 
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capacity, maturity and a career of leadership – political as well as policy 

leadership. 

 

How can our political system ensure the appointment of highly competent 

people to the political executive? 

 

40. Since the President appoints ministers largely from the ranks of the National 

Assembly (and premiers from the legislatures) the quality of executive 

appointments depends on the quality of MPs.  There are no qualification or 

other requirements for the appointment of MPs.  Every citizen who is qualified 

to vote for the national Assembly is eligible to be a member of the Assembly.  

[Section 47 of the Constitution.]  

 

41. In some political systems there has been doubt about the quality of some 

members of parliament. In a British political sitcom Yes Prime Minister, the 

Prime Minister had this to say about the quality of British MPs: 

 

“Being an MP is a vast, subsidised ego trip.  It’s a job that needs no 

qualifications, that has no compulsory hours of work, no performance 

standards, and provides a warm room, a telephone and subsidised meals to a 

bunch of self-important windbags and busybodies who suddenly find people 

taking them seriously because they’ve got the letters MP after their names.”  

 

42. Perhaps requirements for MPs should be set, either constitutionally or by the 

parties themselves. In the case of the latter, the ANC at its 54th National 

Conference in 2017 has learnt, following the poor outcomes of the last local 

government elections that “because of the challenges to its core values and 

neglect of cadre development, the organisation capability - leadership 

structures, cadreship, members, expertise and political capacity, programmes 

and structures - do not match the task and demands of the current phase of 

revolution”.  

 

43. It goes on to say, although “we have the programmes, policies and cadres in 

virtually all pillars of our transformation, we are not deliberately building 

appropriate capabilities, nor are we deliberately deploying competent cadres 

in accordance with the pillars of our current strategy and tactics”. 

 

44. It is for this reason that the ANC has resolved during the same conference 

that “all leaders and candidates for deployment to government must ensure 

that they build their skills and qualification to enhance their capacity”. This 

means that parties can set requirements for MPs.  It is also pleasing that 

members of all political parties in Parliament are now improving their 

educational qualifications and other human development capabilities. 
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45. Perhaps a partly based constituency system and proportional representation 

should be introduced so that citizens can elect MPs directly.  They may then 

elect candidates on their policy positions and not just on party affiliation. This 

would require an educated citizenry who will be able to consider the merits of 

policies. 

 

46. The quality of MPs also depends on a strong civil society that may challenge 

MPs to defend their policy position, especially in a constituency-based 

system, in Parliament or in ministries. 

 
47. In addition, our Constitution has also allowed the President to appoint two 

persons who are not members of Parliament and may be technocrats into the 

Cabinet. This seems to be an acknowledgement that some portfolios are 

much more complex than others and might require a higher level of capacity 

to handle them.  

 
48. During former President Zuma’s period he had introduced performance 

outcomes agreements with ministers, which is a political innovation that seeks 

to check whether ministers have capacity to perform in their portfolio, which 

was not a normal political requirement. 

 
49. We would also recommend that ministers who are appointed to portfolios 

must be inducted and must also be continuously capacitated so that they can 

adapt to and be able to perform at the levels required by modern governance. 

We think universities, especially the schools of governance, have a very 

important role to play in building the capacity of our political leadership at 

various levels. 

 

50. Other countries struggle with the same issues. 

 

51. Canada also has a parliamentary (as opposed to a presidential) system.  

While there are no legal qualifications of the potential ministers, there are a 

number of conventions that are expected be followed. For instance, there is 

typically a minister from each province in Canada, ministers from visible 

minority groups, female ministers and, while the majority of those chosen to 

serve as ministers of the Crown are Members of Parliament, a Cabinet 

sometimes includes a senator, especially as a representative of a province or 

region where the governing party won few or no seats.  Efforts are further 

made to indulge interest groups that support the incumbent government and 

the party's internal politics must be appeased, with Cabinet positions 

sometimes being a reward for loyal party members. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Provinces_and_territories_of_Canada
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Visible_minority
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Visible_minority
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Member_of_Parliament
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Senate_of_Canada
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_party
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52. Prime Minister Trudeau has been credited for including subject-matter experts 

in his Cabinet and to have improved the gender representativeness of 

Cabinet. 

 

53. Kenya for instance has adopted a similar Constitution to ours. It has 

introduced an innovation in section 152 of the Constitution, 2010, which is 

based on the American system where the President nominates his Cabinet 

members, called Cabinet Secretaries, for approval by the National Assembly. 

They should also not be members of Parliament. This will allow the National 

Assembly to check people’s integrity, qualifications, capacity and general 

suitability for the portfolio before they are appointed. 
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Conclusion 

 

54. It is highly advisable that ministers should have competence and capability to 

deal with the demands of modern governance. This should not be taken to 

mean that they should be technocrats or subject matter experts on their 

portfolios. Room should also be allowed for them to develop this capacity on 

the job, as some ministers who have other competencies have shown. 

 

55. Sound appointments to the political executive indeed require a balancing of 

many considerations.  It is doubtful whether this could or should be regulated.  

In the end it depends on values of integrity, leadership and competence.  This 

can only be ensured by adherence to the values in the Constitution, by a good 

foundation of societal values on which solid political and political party 

cultures can be built.   
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