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ABSTRACT

The aim of the study was to investigate the prevalence of unethical behaviour in the South
African  municipalities. Municipalities are responsible for providing services such as
maintenance of local roads, refuse removals, water supply and sanitation, amongst others.
However municipalities’ unethical behaviour have produced many disadvantages for themselves
and the society at large. Effective and efficient service delivery is negatively affected by
unethical behaviour resulting in the waste of government millions of rands each year, money that
could have been spent on delivering services. The fact that there is unethical behaviour in
municipalities can be interpreted as a total absence of ethical culture in the behaviour of
municipal officials. Municipal officials are encouraged to uphold moral principles such as

impartiality, accountability and trustworthy while performing their official duties.

Given this background, the research project attempted to provide explanations for the patterns of
unethical conduct and also pointed out strategies that could be employed to curb unethical
behaviour in municipalities. For the purpose of this study, the researcher employed both
qualitative and quantitative research methodologies. The researcher used purposive sampling to
select respondents of the study. Two (2) instruments were used to collect data, namely,
questionnaires and interviews. To analyse data, two types of data analysis were used. For data
collected through questionnaires, the researcher used the Statistical Package for Social Sciences
to analyse data. Data collected through interviews were analysed through the use of thematic

analysis in the form of narrative.

The study revealed specific unethical behaviour that were prevalent at Vhembe District
Municipality. The study indicated that senior municipal officials must ensure that ethics
initiatives systems and programmes should be put in place so that conducive ethical environment
is created. The results indicated that despite challenges, employed strategies provided desired
results. Specific solutions such improving employment practices and procurement activities were

recommended that could improve ethical standards in the municipalities.

Keywords: Unethical behaviour, public service, ethics, public officials
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CHAPTER 1
BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY
1.1 Introduction

Despite interventions by different legislation such as the Promotion of Access to Information Act
(Act 2 of 2000), Promotion of Administrative Justice Act (Act 3 of 2000), Protective Disclosures
Act (Act 26 of 2000), Public Finance Management Act (Act 1 of 1999), Prevention and
Combating of Corrupt Activities Act (Act 12 0f 2004) members of the public still believe that
unethical behaviour is at its worst (Fox, 2010:3). Municipalities are still faced with the challenge
of providing adequate and efficient services to the people (Mafunisa, 2006:903). Unethical
behaviour however has manifested itself as the fundamental cause of lack of service delivery.
This invites questions about the detrimental effects of unethical behaviour on the part of the
public officials and political office bearers who have been entrusted with guarding public
interests and resources. These negative effects include, decline in trust and confidence in public
institutions and losses in valuable scarce resources which are meant to strengthen economic and

social development of the people (Bertucci, 2000:1).

For the purpose of this study, public officials and municipal officials were used interchangeably
as if they were the same and this also applied to political office-bearers and councillors. The
local government of which the municipality is part of, could be described as public institutions
mandated to respond to the basic needs of the community within its area of control.

Interestingly, South Africa has 13 public sector agencies that have a particular legal or policy
role to play in combating graft (Newham, 2014:1). A number of national mechanisms such as the
National Anti-Corruption Task team and the Special Investigating Unit have been established to
coordinate the functions of these agencies. South African municipalities also have dedicated
policies, standards and legislation specifically designed to enable the state to tackle corruption
through both criminal and civil actions (Newham, 2014:3). The questions then become: Why,
with all these resources available to tackle unethical behaviour, do South African perceive the
municipalities to be failing in this regard? What, if anything, needs to be done to ensure a moral
and ethical operations? What could be possible remedies to prevent or reduce the unethical

practices in question? Although the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996 has

© University of Venda
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attempted to regulate the conduct of public officials at municipalities, outcomes are rather
unethical and illusive. One drawback of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa in its
attempt to address unethical behaviour is that it does not specifically state the mechanisms for
holding councillors accountable for their misconduct (Craythorne, 1997:198). Municipal officials
and councillors are required to demonstrate a sense of responsibility when carrying out their
duties. Unethical municipal officials and councillors should account for their decisions and
activities in public (Gildenhuys, 1997:17). Mechanisms to ensure that municipal officials and
councillors account for their unethical behaviour are inadequate hence there is an inherent
constrain in the achievement of the local government objectives. Against this background this
research study will attempt to develop strategies to enhance good ethical conduct in Vhembe
District Municipality. Unethical behaviour has to be combated as it destroys the integrity of
public officials and also public perception of government credibility (Mafunisa, 2006:507). The
findings, informed by the research may then assist to address the challenge of unethical

behaviour.

According to Kanyane in Mafunisa (2008:11) unethical behaviour occurs when public officials
pursue private gains at the expense of public interest and against the objectives of the

government. The presence of unethical behaviour can be damaging to the public sector.

1.2 Background

According to the Local Government Turnaround Strategy (2000:4) it is the role of the
government to ensure that municipalities are sites of excellence and that they are led and staffed
politically and administratively with political office-bearers and public officials who are
responsive, accountable, effective, efficient, and carry out their duties with civil pride. It is the
vision of the strategy to turn around municipalities from struggling with failure to ones that are
confident in their abilities to execute their service delivery mandates (Local Government
Turnaround Strategy, 2009:5). The sad truth however is that, unethical behaviour is posing an
enormous challenge amongst municipalities. Unethical behaviour can affect work teams and
even an institution (Arlow & Ulrich, 2000:27). There is no contestation to the argument that
unethical behaviour is one of the causes of a public service delivery problem. Unethical

behaviour among senior public officials can be devastating to the institution they lead. The

2
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reason behind this is that senior public officials occupy positions of trust in society and therefore
should strive to promote the interests of the public (Mafunisa, 2008:81). Leaders play an
important role in influencing ethical conduct in the public service. Ethical leaders are considered
to be moral persons because they are honest and trustworthy, take care of their people, and do the
right thing in both their personal and professional lives (Trevino & Brown, 2004:79). According
to Trevino & Brown (2004:69) leaders are coming under scrutiny because of the role that they
play in managing the conduct in institutions. Leaders are viewed as responsible for standards that
govern the conduct of subordinates in the public service. According to the social learning
perspective, leaders influence their followers through modelling processes (Bandura, 1977).
Senior public officials are expected by their followers to be upright and outstanding role models
for subordinates to follow (Mafunisa, 2002:55). According to Wessels and Pauw (1999:20)
public officials without personal morals and a sense of public duty are susceptible to corruptive

elements with inherent possibility for them to abuse their public positions.

According to Joseph (2010:2) many unethical practices go on routinely in public institutions. The
prevalence of these practices remains a thorny issue which deserves critical interrogation. One
factor could be that public officials knowingly commit unethical actions because public
institutions often reward behaviour that violates ethical standards (Joseph, 2010:2). Joseph
(2010:2) continues to say that in some public institutions, it is often considered not only
acceptable but also desirable to be deceitful. Some public institutions may actually not reward
those who are open and honest. For example, employees who are willing to blow the whistle on
unethical behaviour may experience negative treatment (Joseph, 2000:3). The worst result from
unethical behaviour is that it contributes in non-delivery of essential public services, thus
denying communities their right to a better life (Kanyane, 2004:82).

1.3 Rationale of the study

According to Sebugwago (2014:1) it is well recognised that the effects of unethical behaviour are
extremely negative in the public sector. This negativity manifests itself in the sporadic and
spontaneous eruption of service delivery protests. Since 2012, thousands of residents who
accused Senqu municipality in the Eastern Cape of tender fraud and maladministration have been
taking their battle to the streets (Sello, 2014:1). In March 2014, the Hawks arrested senior

3

© University of Venda



()

*. University of Venda
Creating Future Leaders
@)

officials, including the municipal manager and chief financial officer in Senqu municipality on
charges of tender irregularities. According to Sello (2014:3) a number of municipal officials have
been arrested countrywide, for crime ranging from financial mismanagement to tender fraud. The
latest data from Municipal 10’s Hotspots Monitor, which monitors the occurrence of service
delivery protests across South Africa, indicates that there have been more protests in 2014 than
the previous years since service delivery protests first started in 2004 (Allen & Heese, 2014:2).
Allegations of rampant corruption and nepotism within municipalities are other reasons for or
causes of service delivery protests. The Auditor-General, in his Municipal Audit Report for
2012-2013, has also painted a grim picture of the state of municipalities across the country

(Clean audits for just 9% of SA’s municipalities www.mg.co.za). In Vhembe District

Municipality, for example, the Auditor-General reported that tender awards were made to service
providers who were persons in services of other state institutions, in contravention of the
requirements of the Supply Chain Management (SCM) regulation 44. Furthermore, the service
provider failed to declare that she/he is in the service of the state as required by the SCM
regulation 13 (c). The Special Investigating Unit (SIU) was dispatched by the President of the
Republic of South Africa to investigate irregularities and maladministration in the Vhembe
District Municipality resulting in the municipal manager (MM) being suspended with immediate
effect. It was further alleged that the MM recommended salary increases for councillors and

senior managers without the approval of the council.

Being unethical involves going against social or professional expectations of what is right.
Unethical is a word that is often used to describe bad behaviour or immoral act. Joseph (2010:3)
notes that the potential for individuals or an institution to behave unethically is limitless; for
example, some senior public officials make empty promises around vital and fundamental issues
such as the provision of water and electricity. Such leaders talk about the importance of
compliance with policies and procedures, incentives, open communication and openness but do
not act accordingly but rather promote staff who have behaved unethically. In order to curb such
behaviour, leaders should see themselves as role models, and avoid ethical dilemmas (Joseph,
2010:3).

Municipalities also depend partly on funds collected from residents in order to render services

and to sustain their activities. Revenue collected from property rates and service charges forms
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23% of the total income (www.infrustructure.ws), therefore the willingness of residents to pay

for services is very crucial. According to the White Paper on Transforming Public Service
Delivery, 1997 there is a need to encourage residents to pay for services rendered to them and for
this to happen, their views should be listened to and taken into consideration when decisions are
taken. These will be decisions pertaining to quality service delivery. During this process,
residents should be treated with consideration and respect; the promised level and quality of
service must be of a highest standard possible and when service standards are met, residents
should receive a sympathetic and a positive response.

When residents perceive the prevalence of unethical behaviour, it becomes very difficult for
municipalities to collect funds. Some local residents out of frustration vandalise service facilities
intended for their use. In Bronkhorstspruit, protesters set alight several buildings, including a
clinic (48 service delivery protests so far this year. www.news 24.com). It is therefore important
for municipal officials to have a clear understanding of the detrimental effects of unethical
behaviour in service delivery in Vhembe District Municipality. Davis (2000:33) reports that
there is a general concern that unless the challenges of unethical behaviour are addressed,
inefficiency and ineffectiveness will continue to waste scarce government resources at the
expense of quality service delivery, indicating a need for a large and vigorous national campaign

of ethical rejuvenation.

1.4 Problem statement

The National Anti-Corruption Hotline (NACH), since its inception, has revealed various
allegations of unethical behaviour that range from fraud and bribery to appointment
irregularities. The most common types of alleged unethical conduct concern fraud and bribery,
which constitute 19%. Mismanagement of government funds by public officials represents the
second most common type of unethical behaviour (11%). Procurement irregularities accounted
for 9% of the matters reported to the NACH. Cases of procurement irregularities involve
collusion between a person issuing a tender and an associate who is often a family member or
friend seeking to win a tender and such practices place a strain on government resources and

increase the cost of public services. Appointment irregularities account for 8% of the matters
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reported to NACH and most of the allegations concern senior positions even though they do not

qualify for these positions.

In an attempt to curb unethical behaviour, section 195 (1) of the Constitution of the Republic of
South Africa,1996 makes provision for the basic values and principles of public administration,
including accountability, transparency and openness, professional ethics, efficiency,
effectiveness, equity and objectivity. Section 185 of the Constitution, 1996 provides for the
establishment of state institutions such as the Office of the Public Protector and the Office of the

Auditor-General to promote the development of ethical behaviour and accountability.

Despite all attempts by government agencies to curb corrupt behaviour, the national resources
are mismanaged by officials who lack morals and standards. The effects of the strategies in
curbing malpractices are not effective in municipalities. At Thulamela municipality, the local
councillor was accused of irregularly appointing 15 of the 50 workers in a water related project;
the implicated councillor has since admitted to appointing 15 workers over the