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South Africa: Political parties
Though weakened by allegations of corruption and inefficiency in service delivery after its two
decades in power, the ruling African National Congress (ANC) continues to dominate the political
scene, despite winning fewer votes in the most recent elections (2014). The highly fragmented
opposition now faces an uphill struggle in challenging the ANC and offering a political alternative for
the country, which is affected by deep socioeconomic divisions, 25% unemployment, a high crime
rate and prevalent corruption.

Background
South Africa's current political system was shaped by the country's history of colonialism, a discriminatory
legal system, deep societal inequalities and international isolation. Since abolishing apartheid in 1994, South
Africa has engaged in an ambitious path of transformative constitutionalism aiming at institutional renewal,
building a unified and democratic nation, ensuring the rule of law, achieving substantive equality, protecting
human dignity and promoting national reconciliation. Ever since its first evaluation of South Africa in 1999,
international watchdog Freedom House has considered the country a top African performer in the field of
political rights and civil liberties. Admittedly, there has been some 'backsliding' in recent years, due in
particular to high-profile corruption scandals, concerns about prosecutorial independence, labour unrest,
and growing political interference with the otherwise healthy media.

Political system
South Africa is a constitutional democracy in the form of a federal state, with a three-tier system of
government (national, provincial and local), an independent judiciary and a bicameral parliament. Under the
1996 Constitution the Parliament consists of the National Assembly (NA) and the National Council of
Provinces (NCOP). The directly elected NA is composed of 400 members electing the President, who in turn
appoints the Deputy President and all ministers. The NCOP is made up of nine delegations representing each
of South Africa's provinces. Each delegation has one vote and is composed of ten delegates, representing
provincial legislatures and executives. The NCOP reviews all bills that affect provincial governments.

Electoral system
South Africa has a proportional electoral system. It enables voters in 22 263 voting districts to vote for
parties, not individuals, which then have the freedom to fill the number of seats proportional to the number
of votes received. Although a few irregularities were identified during the 2014 pre-election campaigns (such
as partial use of government resources, attempted intimidation and manipulation of voters) explicit electoral
fraud was minimal, and did not significantly undermine the overall integrity of the, national and provincial
elections, which occur every five years at the same time. In the parliamentary elections of 7 May 2014, 29 of
the 159 registered political parties ran at national level and 16 at provincial level. As a result, 13 parties are
currently represented in the NA and six in the NCOP.

Political landscape of the Parliament
Three political actors play a key role on the parliamentary scene:
● African National Congress (ANC): building on its historical achievements in freeing the country from
apartheid as well as in sustaining the Mandela legacy, and supported by its long-standing allies – the South
African Communist Party (SACP) and the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU) – the left-wing
ANC has secured itself predominance in both Houses of Parliament for the fifth consecutive term. The party
remains in control in eight out of nine provinces. The country's President, Jacob Zuma, is also the ANC's
leader.
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● Democratic Alliance (DA), the main opposition party, espouses liberal democracy and free market
principles. It gained an increase in votes of almost 6 percentage points compared to 2009. It has been
governing the Western Cape Province, its stronghold, since 2009.
● Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF), formed by the expelled ANC youth leader, Julius Malema, just eight
months before the elections, gained 25 seats in the NA. It is built around radical left ideas including the
nationalisation of key economic sectors and land without compensation.
Smaller parties: a broad range of smaller political movements make up the remaining 10% of seats in the
NA, and 3% in the NCOP. Several are splinter parties from the ANC: the United Democratic Movement (UDM,
moderate right); the Congress of the People (COPE, centre left); plus the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) and
the African People's Convention (APC, which split from the PAC in 2007), both promoting left-wing economic
ideas and empowerment of native Africans. The remaining parties represent specific groups or local
interests. For example, the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) and its splinter party, the National Freedom Party
(NFP), both represent the Zulu ethnic group, with the primary goal of winning control of KwaZulu-Natal
province. For its part, the Freedom Front Plus (FFplus) represents conservative Afrikaners, while the African
Christian Democratic Party (ACDP) is a multi-ethnic party representing Christians. Together with its centre-
left rival AGANG, the African Independent Congress (AIC, initially formed in response to a local issue)
advocates more direct and inclusive governance.

Figure 1 – Parties in the South African Parliament (2014 election)

Source: South African Parliament website.

Outlook
The ruling party, although expected to keep its comfortable majority, faces several challenges that risk
undermining its predominate position in the next general election, of 2019:
● Intensification of internal struggles, in particular over President Zuma's succession and some governance
issues, which have the potential to split up the party.
● Weakening of ANC's electoral machine, due to problems within COSATU and to expelled metallurgical
Trade Union, NUMSA's intention to form a new political movement.
● The rise of the 'born free' electorate, with whom traditional ANC discourse lauding its own historical
achievements is less likely to resonate.
● Expected broadening of support for DA by black middle class voters after the election in 2015 of Mmusi
Maimane, its first black leader.
● Possible rise of the left-wing alternative if, for example, the far-left EFF, which gathers most of its support
from protest voting, succeeds in forming a genuine political alternative to the ANC, in mobilising its
disadvantaged political base (many of its supporters have not even registered to vote) and in building some
kind of coalition. Previous attempts have failed due to the lack of a common denominator other than a
desire to end the ANC monopoly. At present, opposition parties often gain votes at each other's expense.

The EU-South Africa Strategic Partnership (2007), the EU's only bilateral strategic partnership with an African
country, envisages high-level political dialogue and regular parliamentary relations. Relations between the SA
Parliament and the EP were further strengthened by the Joint Declaration on the Strengthening of Inter-
Parliamentary Relations and Political Dialogue, signed in February 2008 and providing for biannual
inter-parliamentary meetings. Its most recent meeting took place on 22-24 July 2015 in Cape Town.
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