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Ladies and gentlemen  

 

It’s an honour and a privilege to address you. 

The conference organisers have asked me to deal with the issue of holding government 

accountable. This paper, accordingly deals with the question of holding government 

accountable and the mechanisms in place for holding government accountable, 

focussing on the role of the Public Protector. I have further added the dimension of good 

governance as the ultimate framework   for holding government accountable for its 

conduct and related decisions. I must confess that the paper borrows a lot from appear 

paper I delivered in April this year in Angola at the Conference and 4th General 

Assembly of the African Ombudsman and Mediators’ Association (AOMA. The title of 

that paper was “The Role of the Ombudsman in Promoting State Accountability and 

Ending Impunity for Administrative Wrongs: The South African Case Study” 

A communiqué issued at the conclusion of a conference of the International 
Ombudsman Institute which took place in Durban South Africa in October 2000, 
included the following words: 

“A just  and civil society requires a system of government which whilst operating 
within the rule of law and adherence to human rights, provides for a wider 
recognition of the need for accountability to citizens on whose behalf government 
undertakes its responsibilities. The institution of the Ombudsman provides an 



effective accountability mechanism which can balance the fundamental 
requirement that governments be able to govern but also be subject to 
appropriate accountability”  

These words remain relevant today and I believe, provide a good starting point for our 
dialogue on holding government accountable. 

Before going into the mechanisms in place with some common understanding of the key 
concepts involved. For example, what do we mean by holding government 
accountable? Furthermore, why is it important that we hold government accountable 
and what is the link between state accountability, democracy and good governance? 
We can then proceed to discuss how is government held accountable and in that 
discussion factor in the role of the Public Protector, success factors and challenges. In 
the context of a conference on corporate governance, it’s also important to explore the 
link between corporate governance and state accountability. I conclude the paper with 
lessons learned from the last 16 years of democracy. 

 

The idea of holding government accountable  

In his paper on “New Dimensions in Promoting Accountability in Public Administration -  

International and Theoretical Overview”, Professor Victor Ayeni states the following:  

“The accountability of public officials and institutions is one of the central concerns of 

modern governance. The concept gives meaning to John Locke's social contract by 

which free human beings contract among each other to accept the curtailment of their 

rights in exchange for the benefits and security of a government…Public accountability 

is about how those who exercise powers in the name of the public fulfill their duties and 

obligations, and the process by which they are made to answer and account for their 

actions. It is about the responsibility of officials and agencies, ways to minimise abuse 

of power and authority, and strategies to ensure that those in authority comply to 

acceptable standards, and can be sanctioned whenever necessary. Accountability 

refers to more than a mere duty to provide answers because of its added connotation of 

the possibility of sanction.” 

 



Holding government accountable accordingly is about ensuring that the institutions and 

persons that have been entrusted by society with the power and responsibility to 

manage societal resources and regulate people’s lives do so in accordance with agreed 

parameters and remain accountable to the people. Accountability is about keeping the 

steward’s conduct within the terms of the agreement or arrangement for according the 

stewardship. It’s also about ensuring that the stewardship not only benefits the one who 

surrendered power by that the surrender of power remains empowered to ask 

questions, to get recourse for unauthorized actions and is able to withdraw the 

stewardship when things are not working.  Holding government accountable accordingly 

is a critical dimension of democracy.  

But what does accountability mean? In my view accountability has the following 

elements: 

• An  element of giving an account 

• An element of justification 

• An element of redress and/or sanctions when parameters have been 

transgressed or a wrong committed. 



 

 

Why hold government accountable 

 

• Stewardship should be at the will and benefit of the 
majority that have surrendered their power to a few in 
pursuit of the common good 

• The state has become too big, diversified and 
powerful with more risks for abuse of power ( Insert 
quote from In Search of Remedial Action)



 

How government is held accountable: The role of the 
Public Protector 

Traditional pillars of accountability in a democracy, 
separation of powers and the and the built in checks and 
balances 

The Pillars of Constitutional Democracy 

Oversight Agencies: An Unofficial Fourth Arm of 
Government 

The Role of the Public Protector in Holding Government 
Accountable 

• Constitutional Mandate 
• Statutory Mandate Areas 
• Examples of Holding Government Accountable: 

Importance of both institutional and individual 
accountability and of sanctions to end impunity while 
ensuring redress ( EMEA (Zuma, Nyanda, Moosa 
PPA( Nandoni, Dipaleseng/SGL, Commercial Crimes 
Unit, Jacobs)  



 

Success factors and challenges for holding 
government accountable and promoting good 
governance  

• Constitutional guarantees and advanced democracy 
• Respect for the Rule of law and a functioning court 

system 
• Transparency backed by freedom of expression and 

flow of information 
• Independent and impartial oversight agencies that 

have integrity 
• Agreed principles of good governance (NB of Chapter 

10 of the Constitution) 
• Importance of collaboration: Lessons from working 

with AG and SIU 
• Importance of  a healthy link between accountable 

governance and good good governance and 
corporate governance 



 

Conclusion: Lessons from the last 16 years of 
democracy 

 

• Importance of an unequivocal constitution 
• Importance of oversight agencies 
• Rule of law culture 
• Need to deal with challenges head on 
• Public Protector and other oversight agencies to 

harness full powers( Rules NB) 
• Importance of collaboration: High Level Conference 

on good governance 


