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PROPORTIONAL REPRESENTATION AND POPULAR ASSESSMENTS OF MP
PERFORMANCE IN SOUTH AFRICA: A DESIRE FOR ELECTORAL REFORM?

Background

The subject of electoral reforms has been attradtioreasing interest in South Africa. Nearly
two years ago, a panel of experts was commissitmenestigate how Parliament could improve
its work. The panel recently recommended that Saftica’s electoral system be reformed into
a mixed system that would include a constituencetaelectoral system as one of its
components. But even before publication of thipre several parliamentary actions had
reignited public calls for electoral reform. Pami@nt’s resolution disbanding the highly
successful crime-busting unit, the Scorpions, wassuch action. Parliament took this step
acting upon the instructions of the ruling partyleast initially undermining the required public
participation process required by law. This sugg#st in the South African Parliament, the
interests of the ruling African National CongreasC) trump those of the general public. Such
indifference to public sentiment highlights theilseof a proportional representation (PR) system
that encourages the indebtedness of Members daarit (MPSs) to their party leadership while
undermining accountability to the general publis a result, electoral reform has become a
campaign issue, featuring in the manifestos oflpedirof the opposition parties.

This policy brief examines public attitudes towakdBs, and indirectly towards the present
electoral system. The Afrobarometer survey didasétdirectly whether people wanted electoral
reform, including constituency-based selection &4V But it did ask a range of questions about
the accessibility of MPs, satisfaction with the#rformance, and accountability relationships.
These help us to get an overall sense of the thatisfaction — or dissatisfaction — with the
current system and how it is functioning.

In sum, the findings reported here do not suggégglalevel of popular dissatisfaction with the
current system, particularly when they are considén comparison to other countries, including
many that do have single-member constituency systefhough many South Africans are not
fully satisfied with their MPs and their accesstijlthey don’t appear, on average, to be more
dissatisfied than other Africans. This suggesas ¢hectoral reform may not be a high priority for
many South Africans. But evidence that PR doeseddail to promote a relationship of
accountability between MPs and voters nonethelises some cause for concern.

The Survey

Afrobarometer surveys are now conducted in 20 a@mmin Africa, using a common survey
instrument and methodology. The findings repohtee draw from a recent survey in South
Africa conducted in October and November 2008.sTéihe fifth Afrobarometer survey
conducted in South Africa (others were conducte2Did0, 2002, 2004 and 2006). The survey
was based on a nationally representative randorplsamh2400 adult South Africans drawn
from all nine provinces of the country. The findsngported here have a margin of sampling
error of +/- 2 percent at a 95 percent confidereell Fieldwork was conducted by Citizens
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Surveys, Ltd., with technical support from the itogé for Democracy in South Africa (Idasa)
and the University of Cape Town. Afrobarometensys were conducted in 20 countries during
2008 and early 2009. At the time of the writingld§ bulletin, results were available from 11
countries in addition to South Africa, includingeidn, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Cape Verde,
Ghana, Madagascar, Malawi, Nigeria, Senegal, Taazard Uganda. These countries serve as
the basis of comparison in this bulletin.

MP Accessibility

Critics of the PR system are unanimous in theitemion that it makes MPs distant from the
citizenry. They argue that people are less likelgnow who their MP is under a PR system, so
MPs are less accessible, responsive and accountdbigever, Afrobarometer findings in this
regard are somewhat mixed.

Without question, South Africans are less likehkimw their MPs than respondents in any of the
other 11 countries. A mere 3% of South Africanslda@orrectly name their MP, compared to a
12-country average of 41%. Based on this, th&snitould seem to have a strong case.

Yet when we turn to the question of how often peapbke contact with MPs, the picture
changes. Twelve percent of South Africans claithawee made contact with an MP in the past
year “about some important problem or to give thymur views”. This means MPs are contacted
at about the same rate as officials of governmgeneies (14%) and traditional leaders (13%),
but much less than local government councilors (2@f4eligious leaders (25%). But this 12%
contact rate in South Africa exactly matches thedi2ntry average. In sum, South Africans may
be far less likely to know the name of their MPt they are just as likely to contact an MP about
an issue as citizens in any of the other 11 caesmtri

Moreover, South Africans appear to place lowerrgsiamn MP accessibility than many others.
We asked respondents: “Which of the following da yoink is the most important responsibility
of representatives to the National Assembly?” wittions including: a) Listen to constituents
and represent their needs; b) Deliver jobs or adgreént to your constituency; ¢) Make laws for
the good of the country; and d) Monitor the prestdgad his government. On average across 12
countries, listening to and representing constisienthe highest popular priority for MPs (45%),
followed by delivering jobs or development (29%)danaking laws (16%). But in South Africa,
the public offers different priorities: 34% identidelivering jobs and development as the top
priority, 25% select making laws, and just 19% pl#te emphasis on listening to constituents
(monitoring government is the lowest priority ith @untries).
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Figure 1. Most Important Responsibilitiesfor MPsin South Africa
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Representatives to the National Assembly have different responsibilities. Which of the following do you
think is the most important responsibility of representatives to the National Assembly?

South Africans also have lower — though not indigant — expectations of how often they
should actually see their MPs visiting the communitVe asked “How much timahould your
representative to the National Assembly spendigidbnstituency to visit the community and its
citizens?” Nearly half (46%) of South Africans tlyhit that MPs should visit at least once a
month or more. Thus, there does seem to be caablddanterest in having access to MPs, and
ensuring they are familiar with constituent needswever, South Africans fall well below all
other countries in their expectations of MP visitstoss all 12 countries, an average of 70%
expected visits once a month or more.

When it comes to the time that MPs actually do dpésiting constituencies, though, South
African MPs are comparable to their counterpagswhere. About one-quarter (26%) of South
Africans report visits once a month or more, corafdao 30% across 12 countries. So in reality,
the different electoral system may not be haviggificant impacts on South Africans’ access to
their MPs. It is important to note that South Afms — like citizens in every country surveyed —
are seeing considerably less of their MPs than waayld like. There is a significant gap between
the desired frequency of visits and the actualdfeagy. But there doesn’t appear to be any
reason to attribute this gap to the nature of tbeteral system.

@ Copyright Afrobarometer 2



Figure 2: Accessihility of MPsin South Africa
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How much time should your representative to the National Assembly spend in this constituency to visit the
community and its citizens.
How much time does your representative to the National Assembly spend in this constituency?

It would appear, then, that under the PR systenthS&fnicans may have adjusted their
expectations of MP roles and responsibilities hedatio other countries in ways that
accommodate the lower accessibility of represemstin the community.

M P Performance

If MPs in a PR system are accountable to theilygadre than to voters and constituents, will
popular satisfaction with their performance be urmdeed? We asked whether respondents
approved or disapproved of the performance of sgatives to the National Assembly in the
past year. In South Africa, a plurality of 46% gMPs a positive review, compared to 38%
expressing disapproval. This certainly does nitdéectan overwhelming level of popular
satisfaction. But what dissatisfaction there iymat be related to the electoral system. In fact,
the 12-country average for MP performance apprisvat almost exactly the same level: 47%. In
other words, PR does not, by this measure, appdave made South Africans less satisfied with
their MPs than others.

A similar pattern is evident with respect to othmglicators as well. For example, we ask
respondents “How much of the time do you think tlegtresentatives to the National Assembly
try their best to listen to what people like yowédo say?” The South African response is hardly
encouraging. Just 23% say MPs listen “often” dwags,” compared to 64% who say they do so
“never” or “only sometimes.” But again, South Afiifalls very close to the 12-country mean of
20% (often/always). PR apparently doesn’'t maketsédrican MPs any less responsive than
the relatively un-responsive MPs elected in comstity-based systems.

MP Accountability

PR systems also raise critics’ concerns becaugewfpresumed effects on accountability. If
MPs’ positions depends more on their selectiondryydeaders than on the choice of voters, then
accountability to the public — a cornerstone of deracy — may be undermined.

But yet again, we find that PR does not seem t@mmihe accountability as much as the critics
would suggest. For example, we asked respondentsvell elections “ensure that the
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Representatives to the National Assembly reflegtvibws of voters.” Half of South African
respondents (50%) say that elections perform thistfon either “well” or “very well”, compared
to 37% who hold the opposite view. Elections arestrated as an effective mechanism of
accountability in South Africa at a rate slighélyove the 12-country average of 46%.

Figure 3: How Well MPs Reflect the Views of Voters
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Think about how elections work in practice in this country. How well do elections ensure that
Representatives to the National Assembly reflect the views of voters?

Elections get somewhat lower ratings for their &ffeeness in “enabling voters to remove from
office leaders who do not do what the people warBduth Africans are evenly split, with 42%
saying they perform well in this regard, and 43%irggathey perform poorly. But again, the
differences with non-PR systems are minimal: act@ssountries, an average of 45% say
elections are effective means to remove unpopedatdrs, and 42% say they are not.

But critics may nonetheless have some reason toteerned, as the South African system does
stand out for the very low numbers who think th&s$vshould actually be held accountaije
voters. We asked respondents: “Who should be resporfsibleaking sure that, once elected,
representatives to the National Assembly do tlokis?” A mere 11% of South Africans attribute
this responsibility to voters, compared to 29% wliok the president is responsible, 30% who
think parliamentarians should monitor themselveas, H9% who attribute responsibility to
political parties. South Africans are thus faslékely than others to advocate accountability to
voters: across 12-countries, an average of 38%\a&agss are responsible, and the figure rises to
70% in Malawi and 68% in Madagascar.

Conclusion

We did not ask respondents directly about theipstfor electoral reform and constituency
based MP selection. But the set of questions densil here gives a broad overview of how
satisfied the public is with how their MPs and tlierent electoral system are functioning —
including in comparison to other non-PR systems.

The findings reveal that South Africans are notradImingly satisfied with their MPs and the
current selection system, but neither are theyvalvelmingly dissatisfied. And perhaps most
notably, in many respects South Africans’ evaluaido not differ substantially from the mean
for 11 other countries surveyed, suggesting thatwssatisfaction there is does not stem
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directly from the PR system. The conclusion: @egdtreform is probably not a high priority for
many South Africans. Moreover, these findingsdatk that a move to a constituency-based
system is by no means guaranteed to solve sonhe @irdblems of accessibility and
unresponsiveness that we observe both in Southadémd in other non-PR countries.
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