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MISTRA’s edited volume, The State of the South 
African State: Capacity, capability and ethics,
assesses the South African state three decades 
into democracy, and a year aft er the formati on of 
the fi rst nati onal coaliti on government. The book 
argues that the South African state  faces serious 
structural and systemic challenges alongside the 
need for a  major expansion in capacity. It grapples 
with the task of ti lti ng the state towards renewal 
and insti tuti onal resilience. The fi ndings of the book 
inform the policy recommendati ons in this brief.
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Key Findings
•	 Provision of public services 
The state has made progress in expanding access to electricity, housing and social grants since 1994. But 
over time, efficiency and effectiveness in public service delivery have steadily declined. The challenges are 
now the sustainability, efficiency and quality of services, rather than universal access alone.

•	 Capacity and skills
Many state institutions suffer from inadequate technical capacity, weak professional cultures, high vacancy 
rates and poor leadership, which undermine both policy-making and execution. There are also critical 
shortages in the skills of financial management, engineering and planning. Yet, alongside this erosion, there 
have been determined efforts by reform-minded leaders, civil servants, and activists to restore the state’s 
capacity and capabilities. These efforts include the work of the National School of Government, partnerships 
with universities, talent retention strategies, and a shift towards professionalism. 

•	 Fiscal pressures
South Africa’s fiscal position is under strain, with a narrow tax base and growing debt limiting the state’s 
ability to fund reforms and provide quality services. The National Treasury allocates nearly half of its budget 
to social spending but the results are inadequate. There is scope for reforms to broaden the tax base, reduce 
waste and ensure fiscal sustainability.

•	 Civil society and accountability
While civil society has played an important watchdog role, engagement with the state has been uneven, often 
adversarial. Nevertheless, activist organisations, NGOs, faith-based groups and professional associations 
continue to play a central role in demanding accountability and shaping policy debates, and their impact on 
the state at this crucial juncture cannot be over-emphasised. 

•	 International role
 While domestic challenges have constrained South Africa’s diplomatic ambitions, it continues to play an 
important role in multilateral forums, regional bodies and climate diplomacy. Its recent International Court 
of Justice (ICJ) case has reaffirmed South Africa’s constitutional commitment to justice and human rights. 
If domestic reforms succeed, the state’s international role could once again be a multiplier for national 
development.

•	 Corruption
Entrenched corruption and capture of state institutions by private interests hollowed out capacity and 
redirected resources away from development priorities. While there are attempts to address the causes of 
such corruption and to make the perpetrators accountable, there is a long way to go before the culture of 
corruption is rooted out from the state.

•	 Deepening developmental challenges
Unemployment, poverty and inequality persist at crisis levels. Structural weaknesses in the economy and 
ineffective policy implementation exacerbate these problems. The National Development Plan hoped to 
effectively address these challenges, but that vision is unlikely to be realised by 2030.

The State of the South African State 2025.indd   3The State of the South African State 2025.indd   3 2025/10/14   16:12:022025/10/14   16:12:02



3 | A MISTRA Policy Brief

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
To rebuild the state’s capacity, integrity and legitimacy, South Africa must pursue a set of mutually reinforcing 
reforms. These should address immediate crises, and lay the foundations for a more resilient, developmental 
and ethical state.

1. Reorganise the state for effective delivery
•	 Streamline mandates: Rationalise overlapping 

departments and agencies to reduce duplication. 
Consider merging underperforming state-owned 
enterprises or bringing them under stronger 
central oversight.

•	 Strengthen the centre of government: Improve 
the capacity of the Presidency to coordinate, 
integrate, monitor and evaluate the work of 
government departments and agencies.

•	 Enhance intergovernmental coordination: 
Strengthen mechanisms between national, 

provincial and local governments to avoid delays 
and misaligned priorities.

•	 Professionalise appointments: Make senior civil 
service positions subject to merit-based selection, 
removing political patronage from key technical 
posts.

•	 Digitise administration: Expand e-government 
platforms to improve service efficiency, reduce 
corruption opportunities and enhance citizen 
access.

2. Strengthen technical and institutional capacity
•	 Invest in training: Scale up the National School of 

Government and link it with universities; ensure 
continuous professional development.

•	 Attract and retain skills: Introduce competitive 
packages for scarce-skill professionals and 
create pathways into the public sector for young 
graduates and diaspora returnees.

•	 Stabilise the workforce: Limit the use of acting 
appointments and fill vacancies timeously to 
ensure stability in leadership.

•	 Integrate gender equity: Ensure women are 
better represented in senior positions, not only as 
a matter of justice but also to enhance diversity in 
decision-making.

3. Institutionalise civil society engagement
•	 Structured dialogue platforms: Strengthen 

mechanisms for government, business and civil 
society to co-design reforms, monitor progress 
and resolve conflicts.

•	 Partnerships in service delivery: Encourage 
NGOs and community-based organisations to 
co-implement projects in health, education,  
housing and other sectors, and establish ways 
in which civil society can be more constructively 

involved in planning, decision-making, monitoring 
and evaluation.

•	 Accountability from below: Allocate resources to 
watchdog groups to enable them to track budgets 
and procurement at local level, giving citizens 
tools to hold officials accountable.

•	 Civic education: Invest in programmes that build 
a culture of active citizenship and strengthen 
democratic participation.

4. Build a stronger fiscal base and middle economy
•	 Expand the tax base: Combat illicit financial 

flows, reduce tax evasion and broaden personal 
and corporate tax contributions.

•	 Support SMEs: Ensure that 30 to 40% of public 
procurement is directed toward small and medium 
enterprises, with simplified compliance processes.
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