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2. The Trust Deficit in South African Public Institutions (8-10 minutes)

2.1 The Scale of the Challenge

Trust in public institutions manifests itself when citizens assess them as promise-keeping,
accountable, efficient, competent, fair, and honest. When individuals have trust in a public
institution, they expect their interaction with authorities to have a positive outcome rather

than being detrimental to them.

Conversely, a lack of trust in public institutions can lead to a range of social and political
problems. A decline in institutional trust is linked with "a rise in societal fragmentation,
where citizens become more prone to endorse populist and anti-establishment

movements".

Moreover, low trust limits the state's capacity to function efficiently, leading to a "vicious

cycle of ineffective governance and growing distrust"



We gather today at a critical juncture in South Africa's democratic journey. Our theme—
"Rebuilding Trust in Public Institutions: Leadership, Ethics, and Governance in

Times of Transition"—could not be more timely or urgent.

The evidence is stark and undeniable. Recent Afrobarometer data from 2021 reveal that
trust in South African institutions has reached alarming lows. Only 43% of citizens express
trust in courts of law, and even lower figures for Parliament at 28%. This represents a
significant decline from previous years and reflects what researchers term a "democratic

malaise."
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The 2025 Edelman Trust Barometer South Africa nevertheless reveals that trust and faith

in government is seeing a cautious shift upward, bucking global trends.

Business and NGOs remain the most trusted South African institutions, with 68% and 63%
of survey respondents indicating they trust these two institutions respectively. The media

remains less trusted at 46%. However, while trust in government has suffered in recent



years, this year’s data noted a 7% increase in government trust to 36%, a notable shift

upward.

However, this rise in overall trust across the four main institutions is tempered by
concerning findings around high levels of grievance against Business, Government, and
the Rich. 71% of South Africans (10% higher than the global average) hold a moderate or
high sense of grievance believing business and government serve only a select few,
business and government actions hurt me, that the system favours the wealthy, and the

rich are getting richer.

More concerning however, is the fact that only 38% of South Africans believe that

Public Institutions have a vision for the future that they believe in.

Our Future in Peril: We Lack Optimism For The Next Generation
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2.2 The State Capture Legacy

The Zondo Commission's findings laid bare the devastating impact of state capture on
our institutional fabricl. We witnessed the systematic infiltration and exploitation of State-
Owned Enterprises, the weakening of oversight institutions, and the creation of what

researchers call a "shadow state" that operated parallel to our constitutional democracy.
The consequences have been far-reaching:

e Erosion of public confidence in government institutions
e Compromised service delivery affecting the most vulnerable
e Economic stagnation and reduced investor confidence

e A culture of impunity that threatened the rule of law
The Role of the Public Protector
3.1 Introduction

As one of six Chapter 9 institutions established to "support and strengthen constitutional
democracy", the Public Protector operates with the broadest mandate among these bodies.
We are tasked with investigating any conduct in state affairs that is alleged to be improper,

reporting on such conduct, and taking appropriate remedial action.

However, our effectiveness depends not just on constitutional provisions, but on public
trust and institutional cooperation—both of which have been severely tested in recent

years.

The Public Protector's mandate focuses on strengthening democracy by ensuring that all
state organs are accountable, fair, and responsive in their treatment of citizens. Our powers
include:

¢ Investigating complaints of improper conduct by public officials

e Conducting investigations on our own initiative

e Taking remedial action to address systemic problems



e Serving as a safe haven for whistleblowers

Established under Chapter 9 of the Constitution, the Public Protector has the power under

section 182 of the Constitution to strengthen and support constitutional democracy by:

a) investigating any conduct in state affairs, or in the public administration in any
sphere of government, that is alleged or suspected to be improper or to result in

any impropriety or prejudice;
b) to report on that conduct; and
c) to take appropriate remedial action.

The mandate areas of the Public Protector, including Executive ethics management, Anti-
corruption and whistleblower management have since inception, expanded significantly
through legislation envisaged in the Constitution. The Public Protector’s current oversight
extends to approximately 1000 organs of state and government agencies operating on all
three levels of government, as well as public institutions and bodies performing a public

function.

Except under the EMEA, anyone may lodge a complaint with the Public Protector against
any organ of State and the service is free. The complainant need not be a victim of the
alleged improper conduct or maladministration. The Public Protector may institute an

investigation on own-initiative and does not need to receive a complaint.

The Constitutional mandate of the Public Protector to investigate and report on improper
conduct or improprieties in state affairs translates to a multi-pronged approach to handling

complaints to ensure
a) correction of transgressions by organs of State,

b) a proper diagnosis and correction of any administrative inadequacies, including

systemic failures
c) that proper redress is provided in cases requiring remedial action.

The Public Protector has been actively pursuing these objectives in the management of
complaints, but also proactively on a strategic level been pursuing dialogues held with
organs of State on systemic governance challenges (as reflected in the current strategic

plan).



Our business processes are also aligned to identify and address the most probable
underlying (root) causes of problems, complaints and undesired events within the relevant
public body or authority, with the aim of formulating and agreeing corrective actions to at
least mitigate, if not eliminate, those causes and so produce significant long-term

improvements in the public administration.

3.2 Recent Impact and Investigations

During my tenure, we have focused on restoring the institution's credibility while fulfilling
our constitutional mandate. This includes addressing the backlog of investigations,
strengthening internal systems, and ensuring that our reports meet the highest standards

of legal and administrative scrutiny.

* Investigation into improper conduct and maladministration by officials at
the Enoch Magijima Local Municipality related to the construction of the Lesseyton
sports field near Komani. This investigation exemplifies accountability mechanisms
in action. The Public Protector found R22.7 million in procurement irregularities,

where the contract exceeded the approved budget by R4.7 million (18 June 2025).

* Report Number 01 of 2025/2026 in connection with an own initiative investigation
into allegations of improper conduct and maladministration at Dora Nginza Regional
Hospital. This own-initiative investigation showcased proactive oversight of public

service delivery affecting vulnerable populations.

+ Hammanskraal Water Crisis Investigation (Report No 24 of 2023/2024). This
systemic investigation addressed 15+ years of undue delay by the City of Tshwane

in providing clean water to Hammanskraal residents.

* Investigation into the Department of Correctional Services: The escape of

Thabo Bester from the Mangaung Correctional Centre

* Investigation into allegations of improper conduct and maladministration

relating to the irregular appointment of Mr Hasting Farrington Nel as a Project
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Manager: Key Infrastructure Projects by the functionaries of the Department of

Transport, Safety and Liaison in the Northern Cape.

» Alleged irregular appointment of C-Squared Consumer Connectedness (PTY)
LTD and the resultant excessive expenditure incurred for the events leading up to

and the funerals of Messrs Makgoe and Mdi.

* Report No. 64 of 2022/2023 is a formal report on an investigation of alleged
irregularities in respect of the awarding of the “SMART” meter contract by the

Nama Khoi Local Municipality without following the relevant legal prescripts.

* Aninvestigation into the undue delay by the Emfuleni Local Municipality in
restoring water supply services to residents of Sebokeng Zone 3 resulted in
remedial action to expedite service delivery and improve municipal management

practices.

* Lekwa-Teemane Local Municipality Procurement Irregularities: The Public
Protector found that the Lekwa-Teemane Local Municipality had failed to follow
proper procurement processes in the appointment of a service provider for
installing smart electricity meters. The investigation led to remedial action for
better procurement practices and financial management to prevent future

irregularities.

These investigations collectively demonstrate how the Public Protector is actively working
to rebuild trust through transparent, thorough investigations that lead to meaningful
consequences and systemic improvements—exactly the kind of institutional transformation

needed during South Africa's current transition period.

The Public Protector has reported a significant increase in the implementation of its
remedial actions. Compliance has risen from 2% to 29% and is currently sitting at 50%.
This improvement is attributed to various factors, including stakeholder engagement
programs and a focus on improving the quality of reports, which has led to fewer judicial

reviews.



3.3 Accountability Mechanisms in Practice

True accountability requires more than just investigation—it demands systematic follow-
up and implementation of remedial actions. We need to ensure that public power is
exercised ethically with due consideration to our Constitution, which is the supreme law

of our land.
The Public Protector works within a broader ecosystem of accountability that includes:

e The Auditor-General's financial and performance audits
e Parliamentary oversight committees
e The National Prosecuting Authority

e Civil society and media oversight
4 Leadership, Ethics and Governance in Times of Transition

4.1 Transformational Leadership Principles

In times of institutional transition, we need leaders who embody what scholars call
"transformational leadership"—Ileaders who inspire positive change, empower others, and

create shared visions for the future.

The four key components of transformational leadership are particularly relevant for

public service:

4.1.1 Admired Influence: Leaders must serve as ethical role models, earning trust
through consistent behaviour and integrity. Public service leaders must embody the
ethical standards they expect from others, serving as moral exemplars who earn
credibility through consistent, principled actions. This means:

a) Demonstrating unwavering integrity in all decisions, especially when facing
political pressure or personal temptation;

b) Modelling transparency and accountability in their own conduct, making
themselves subject to the same standards they enforce
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c)

d)

Building trust through consistency between their stated values and actual
behaviour, particularly during crises or transitions; and
Acting as ethical role models who inspire followers to aspire to higher standards

of conduct

4.1.2 Inspirational Motivation: Articulating a compelling vision that motivates followers

to exceed expectations. This involves:

a)

b)

c)

d)

Articulating a shared mission that transcends personal interests and focuses on
public service excellence;

Connecting daily work to constitutional values and democratic principles that
serve the greater good

Inspiring confidence in the team's ability to overcome systemic challenges and
achieve meaningful change; and

Communicating with passion and conviction about the transformative potential of

ethical public service

4.1.3 Encouraging innovation and challenging entrenched practices that may hinder

41.4

a)

b)

b)

service delivery. This includes:

Questioning established procedures that may no longer serve the public interest
effectively;

Encouraging creative problem-solving to address complex governance
challenges;

Promoting a culture of continuous learning and adaptation to changing societal
needs; and

Supporting evidence-based decision-making that challenges assumptions and

seeks better solutions

Individualized Consideration: Supporting and developing each team member's

potential while building collective capacity. This encompasses:

Providing personalized mentorship and support to help individuals grow
professionally and ethically;
Understanding individual strengths and aspirations while aligning them with the

organisational mission;

11



c) Creating opportunities for professional development that enhance both individual
competence and organizational effectiveness; and

d) Fostering a supportive environment where team members feel valued and
empowered to contribute meaningfully

e)
4.2 Ethical Governance Frameworks
Ethics in public service go beyond merely avoiding corruption. Ethics requires "doing right

things the right way, acknowledging wrongdoing, and remedying the impact of your

mistakes."
The Constitution's Chapter 10 principles provide our ethical foundation:

e High standards of professional ethics

o Efficient and effective use of resources
e Development-oriented administration

e Impartial and equitable service delivery
e Accountability and transparency

e Good human resource management practices!él

4.3 HR's Critical Role in Institutional Change

HR professionals are uniquely positioned to drive institutional transformation. Your role
extends far beyond traditional personnel management to become architects of ethical

organisational culture.
Key HR contributions to rebuilding trust include:
e Ethical Recruitment: Ensuring integrity in selection processes and screening for
ethical risks.

e Performance Management: Linking performance to ethical conduct and values

alignment.
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e Training and Development: Building ethical decision-making capabilities across

the organization:

e Policy Development: Creating frameworks that embed ethical considerations into

all HR practices.

e Cultural Transformation: Fostering environments where ethical behavior is

expected, recognized, and rewarded.

4.4 Lessons from International Best Practices

Research from other countries demonstrates that rebuilding institutional trust requires
sustained, multi-faceted approaches. Successful strategies include:

e Making the government more transparent and accessible to citizens

e Showcasing the positive impact of public servants

e Creating meaningful opportunities for citizen participation in governance

¢ Implementing robust accountability mechanisms with real consequences.

4.5 The South African Context

Our transition period presents both unique challenges and opportunities. We must learn
from the state capture experience while building resilient institutions capable of

withstanding future attempts at capture.

The World Economic Forum's analysis of South Africa's situation emphasises the need to
"move away from a mindset focused solely on fighting corruption, to an approach based

on building trust and integrity at all levels of society". This requires:

e Setting the correct tone at the top
e Building a culture of integrity through responsive leadership
e Strengthening judicial and law enforcement institutions

e Enhancing private sector compliance and self-reporting!
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4,

Conclusion and Call to Action

4.1 The Path Forward

Rebuilding trust in public institutions is not the responsibility of any single office or

institution—it requires collective action from all sectors of society. As HR leaders, you are

at the forefront of this transformation.

| challenge you to:

1.

Champion Ethical Leadership: Use your influence to promote leaders who

embody integrity, transparency, and accountability

. Build Ethical Systems: Embed ethical considerations into every HR process, from

recruitment to performance management

. Foster Transparency: Create open communication channels that encourage

reporting of unethical behavior without fear of retaliation

Develop Ethical Capacity: Invest in training and development programs that build

ethical decision-making skills across your organizations

Measure and Monitor: Implement systems to track ethical culture and take

corrective action when needed

4.2 A Vision for Transformed Institutions

Imagine public institutions where:

Citizens trust that their interests come first

Officials act as faithful stewards of public resources

Transparency and accountability are not exceptions but the norm
Service delivery consistently meets the needs of the most vulnerable

Ethical behavior is recognized, rewarded, and celebrated
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4.3  Collective Responsibility

This vision is achievable, but it requires all of us to play our part. As the Constitution
reminds us, we are all called to be active citizens in our democracy, not passive

observers.

The Public Protector's office stands ready to work with all sectors—pubilic, private, and civil
society—in this vital mission. Together, we can build institutions worthy of our Constitution's

promise and our people's aspirations.

As we face the future, let us remember that trust is not given—it is earned through
consistent ethical action, transparent governance, and unwavering commitment to the

public good.
Thank you
Adv Kholeka Gcaleka

Public Protector
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