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Historically, the relationship between government and civil 
society has been fraught with mistrust. During apartheid, 
civil society organisations were at the forefront of political 
opposition and there has not been a clear definition of 
respective roles and relationships since then. This remains an 
unresolved aspect of the new democratic order. 

Government is a large and slow bureaucracy, with onerous 
legal and administrative obligations. It consists of somewhere 
between one to two million civil servants (depending on 
the criteria used). The fact that accounting officers can be 
held personally responsible for the misuse of funds means 
that policymakers tend to err on the side of overregulation 
and control, although this has not contributed substantially 
to eradicating corruption. In consequence, government’s 
processes are often time-consuming and difficult to navigate, 
which is especially problematic during a crisis. At the same 
time there exists a culture of bureaucracy, where rules are 
interpreted in the most inflexible ways. The scale at which 
government works means that it tends to work according 
to mandates. This can create a siloed way of working and 
undermines collaboration within government.

Taken all together, government struggles to work flexibly with 
the diverse segments of civil society. Government, however, 
can respond at scale, and often has more resources to work 
with. Over the past 20 years, civil society organisations have 
become substantial providers of publicly mandated and 
financed services. At the same time, there is significant distrust 
of civil society – seeing it as having an agenda that looks to 
expose its incompetence. Rather than treating civil society 
as a partner for innovation, it prefers to treat it exclusively as 
a service provider.

On the other hand, civil society is relatively quick in responding 
in times of crisis and often has a better understanding of 
community needs. It is made up of thousands of different 
actors with different degrees of formality. There are those that 
look long term, at the broader, structural picture, while others 
are focused on short-term goals, such as ensuring access to 
food relief. Some civil society organisations focus on holding 
government accountable. Others play more of a collaborative 
role to boost government’s capacity. The quality and scale of 
responses among civil society are diverse. There is no singular 
consensus on what needs to be done, and sometimes civil 
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This Learning Brief seeks to unpack the lessons learnt from the working relationship between government and civil society during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. This is the second Learning Brief that stems from DGMT’s contribution to the government-led South 
African COVID-19 Country Report. Sixteen key respondents from the food and education sectors were interviewed for this project 
between June and August 2021. Five high-level insights are observed from these conversations, and five recommendations 
are proposed.

BACKGROUND
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Some interviewees noted the well-intended attempts by 
government to consult civil society. James Keevy, the CEO of JET 
Education and Chair of the National Association of Social Change 
Entities in Education recalls: “I saw the leadership within the DBE 
[Department of Basic Education] was really trying, particularly 
in the early period, kind of setting up consultations with civil 
society.” However, what initially appeared to be very promising 
quickly revealed itself to be surface-level. Keevy goes on to 
share: “The consultations were well-intended but quickly slipped 
into information-sharing sessions.”

Mary Metcalfe, Senior Research Associate at the University 
of Johannesburg, echoes this experience and explains how 
COVID-19 has worsened what was already a challenging 
interaction. She says: “Every time there’s been a major shift of 
approach, the Minister will have this sort of consultative meeting 
in what the country has come to call family meetings. So when I 
say sort of consultative, it’s not really interactive sufficiently. And 
I think that’s frustrating, but it’s difficult because it’s virtual [with 
COVID-19].” She explains why she believes this problem exists: 
“You don’t have deep democratic processes of engagement 
with civil society as a norm. It’s individualised. It’s driven by 
personalities and commitment. It’s not a real structure.” 

Moving beyond communicating and consultation, there was 
a strong desire for meaningful collaboration and partnering. 
Unfortunately, the predominant experience was that government 
was stuck in its traditional ways of working – treating civil society 
as an extension of its own service delivery model rather than as 
an equal partner. 

Eleanor Whyle is an early member of the Cape Town Together 
(CTT) movement which operated as a flat structure and brought 
interested members of civil society together under localised 
hubs called community action networks (CANs). Whyle offers an 
example of how people within the formal health system sought 
to engage the CANs as a typical service provider. They say: “Can 
I have a list of all your CANs because we want to phone them 
and then they can report on XYZ, or we want to tell them that 
we need them to distribute masks.” She describes how “CTT was 
very wary of this because it’s not about how they can support and 
enable the work of the CANs. It was about, ‘we need this thing 
done and we will allow you to help us do it’. That’s not helping; 
that’s expecting the CANs, with incredibly limited resources, to 
do the work of the State, on behalf of the State”.

One researcher emphasised that civil society needs to be 
involved in the government decision-making that impacts them. 
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Against this backdrop, how has the COVID-19 pandemic shaped 
the nature of this relationship between government and civil 
society, and how effective has collaboration been when it has 
never been more important? Based on these observations, this 
Learning Brief seeks to highlight lessons on how to improve this 
working relationship beyond the COVID-19 pandemic. It should 
be noted that this Brief does not relay a singular consensus 
from the people who took part in the interviews, but is rather 
based on the author’s analysis of the diversity of perspectives 
observed.

GOVERNMENT MADE SOME ATTEMPTS 
TO CONSULT CIVIL SOCIETY BUT IT WASN’T 
ALWAYS MEANINGFUL

BEYOND CONSULTATION: 
CIVIL SOCIETY’S DESIRE FOR PARTNERSHIP

society struggles to coordinate a response. Its perspective on 
government is one of inefficiency, corruption and overregulation. 
It would like government to provide it with funding so it can get 
its work done, but otherwise to get out of the way.

OBSERVATIONS

On the other hand, some members of civil society were pleasantly 
surprised that government was receptive to their ideas and 
inputs. One civil society member said: “Even with an organisation 
where there can sometimes be an antagonistic relationship, they 
were quite receptive to our inputs [into COVID-19 directions].” 
For example, even “the original directions didn’t have anything 
on learners getting provided with masks, so we were able to get 
that clearly stated”. 

Where government wasn’t engaging effectively, civil society 
sought to organise and make themselves heard. The Early 
Childhood Development (ECD) sector is made up of thousands 
of small, largely unregistered centres and home-based services. 
Towards the beginning of the shutdown, a group of ECD civil 
society partners surveyed this sector on the impact of COVID-19 
and received 8,500 responses within four days. Zaheera 
Mohamed, CEO of Ilifa Labantwana, says, “such a response 
told us that these people have got something to say. They’re 
desperate to say something.” 

The establishment of the Western Cape Food Forum in April 
2020, facilitated by the Western Cape Economic Development 
Partnership (EDP), provides an aspirational example of an 
intermediary platform that helped to foster meaningful 
engagement between government and civil society around 
food relief. The Forum brought together larger food nonprofits, 
grassroots informal structures and intermediary organisations, as 
well as officials from provincial and local government. It allowed 
civil society to “network and connect strategically together to 
engage better with government”, says Andrew Boraine, the CEO 
of the EDP.
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Government and civil society each have their competitive 
advantages when responding to a crisis. Unlike the top-down, 
bureaucratic structures that slow and hamper government’s 
response, civil society is able to respond quickly and adaptively 
to a crisis as it unfolds. Andrew Boraine says that “civil society 
can just do things without all the rules of government, whereas 
government gets so stuck”. One researcher describes how civil 
society “were really the first responders... I think they’ve got 
great community links to the people that actually need the help.”

A beautiful example of how fluidly and effectively civil society can 
work together in a crisis comes from the CANs and CTT. Leanne 
Brady explains just how fast they were able to move; “We actually 
developed a lot of the [COVID-19] guidance before the Health 
Department. And in fact, they’ve used some of our guidance 
and later we had some wonderful opportunities to collaborate 
and contribute to the Department of Health’s Comms response.” 
Another example from the Gugulethu CAN demonstrates how 
organically food relief unfolded while others remained immobile. 
“Gogo had been a caterer for many years and so it just made 
sense that that’s what their CAN would do. But then there was 
a restaurant down the road that had closed because of COVID, 
and when they heard Gogo was doing this, they re-opened as a 
free community kitchen.” Brady attributes these successes partly 
to the lack of formal mandate that the CTT and the CANs had. 
Even formalised NGOs were less adaptive and slower than the 
CTT network for this reason. 

Most often government’s intuition is to control and standardise, 
as demonstrated by the proposed draft directions regulating 
food relief introduced early in the pandemic. This would have 
required NGOs to access permits from government for relief 
efforts, and granted government powers to coordinate civil 
society’s response. Had these proposed directions come to 
fruition, government would have undoubtedly failed to deliver, 
and the organic nature of civil society’s response would have 
been stifled. 

Linked closely to the topic of government control, interviewees 
expressed considerable frustration at the nature of relief funding 
from government. The general feeling was that the requirements 
were overly burdensome and exclusionary. Andrew Boraine 
describes how, for a “R25 million fund for local community 
food initiatives from the City of Cape Town, 129 NGOs put in 
applications, and only 16 made the cut, because only 16 could 
meet the onerous regulatory requirements. So the goal of 
regulatory compliance, and having a good process that doesn’t 
lead to any audit queries and findings is much more important 
than service delivery, even during a crisis.”

Access to government relief funding was especially difficult for 
small, grassroots organisations. Zaheera Mohamed provides 
an example of how red tape prevented access to the ECD 
Employment Stimulus Fund by those who needed it most. 
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WHILE CIVIL SOCIETY MOVED AT SPEED, 
GOVERNMENT’S INTUITION WAS TO CONTROL

GOVERNMENT’S FUNDING MECHANISMS 
WERE NOT FIT FOR PURPOSE

“They want to be involved in the earlier stages and not told, 
‘these are the ingredients you’re going to put in your food parcels 
and these are the people with whom you’re going to deliver your 
food parcels’.” One frustrated civil society member said, “I’m 
pleased to say that we have no interaction with government at 
all. The problem with government is that they look at it as if they 
have to dictate the terms of how money is spent. And that would 
work perfectly if they understood the needs on the ground. But 
they don’t.” 

Civil society also found that government wasn’t always receptive 
to their offers of help, even when it didn’t have the capacity and 
resources to deliver on its own mandate. However, there was 
also an understanding among many interviewees on how difficult 
it can be for government officials to partner better. Leanne 
Brady, another early member of CTT, reflected on some of the 
challenges experienced by government officials, and expanded 
on the story of contact tracing, a key part of the State’s response 
in the early days of the pandemic. They were “a very small group 
of people doing an incredible amount of work the best way they 
knew how. In an ideal world, they would have had 10 times the 
manpower”. 

Andrew Boraine says that partnering takes work. “You needed 
what we call the backbone function, because you don’t do 
anything when you meet. I mean we only meet as the Food 
Forum every month and it’s only for an hour and a half. So you 
think, well, what can be achieved there? But every day EDP has 
a whole team working on the relationships behind the scenes. 
It’s what happens in between meetings that counts, for example, 
by convening smaller groups to take joint action, align their 
projects and activities and solve problems together.”

There are exceptions to the traditional government-civil society 
relationship. After significant pressure from civil society, the 
ECD Employment Stimulus Fund was established to support 
ECD practitioners whose income was lost due to the shutdown. 
The fund, which was initiated by the Department of Social 
Development approached DGMT, who together partnered in the 
design and implementation of the fund. David Harrison, the CEO 
of DGMT says: “I do think there has been a sort of fresh approach 
in Social Development; a willingness to explore more innovative 
partnerships than in the past. So, I think we’re turning a bit 
of a corner.”
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Only a small fraction of the R480 million fund was distributed by 
the end of the 2020/2021 financial year. One such requirement 
was that ECD practitioners needed to have business bank 
accounts, a major stumbling block to access. She says this 
provides “a very false sense of security; a control that actually 
doesn’t control anything” because a practitioner can still take 
funds out of their business account. 

Andy du Plessis, Managing Director of FoodForward SA, provides 
some context on why government struggles to fund more 
informal civil society networks. Based on their own experience 
during the pandemic, he explains that “the risk of food actually 
being used on the intended beneficiaries in informal networks is 
quite high”. During lockdown level five, FoodForward SA took the 
decision to suspend their physical visit as a verification process 
of new applications, and conducted desktop reviews. When they 
eventually managed to do unannounced visits, they found that 
many of these soft-vetted organisations were fictitious.

Then again, Zaheera Mohamed argues that government’s 
controls are not necessarily effective at preventing corruption 
and are not proportional to the value and the risk at hand. She 
argues that it is inappropriate to be applying controls meant for 
large sums of state money in the billions to very small quantities 
of funding.

Civil society’s response to the pandemic was described as 
“phenomenal” and “inspiring”, but it was also acknowledged 
that it has its own limitations. For example, coordination among 
members of civil society, especially in the Basic Education sector, 
was considered a challenge. James Keevy notes that “it’s not 
only government that failed. I would argue that civil society in 
itself could not organise ourselves sufficiently enough to have 
systemic impact”. Mary Metcalfe explains how there were a 
range of political perspectives and ideological differences that 
made it challenging to coordinate a sectoral strategy. Roné 
McFarlane echoes this and adds, “And part of that was because 
school opening was so contentious, that a lot of energy went into 
debating” this at the cost of the progress of other issues. 

When describing civil society and government, Andrew Boraine 
imparts: “It’s not that one is right and one is wrong, and one 
is better than the other. I think that the top-down mobilising 
environment has its strengths and weaknesses. And the bottom-
up mobilising environment has its strengths and weaknesses. For 
example, civil society organisations can be quite parochial. They 
don’t always connect to each other, or see the bigger picture. 
They can adopt competitive attitudes and behaviours. They 
don’t always look after money well.”

Nomonde Buthelezi, a community researcher and urban farmer, 
explains how she experienced uncomfortable power relations 
among members of established civil society organisations that 
were not community-led. She says: “And then the conversation 
would be happening around issues and topics that affect me 
directly, but I’m not part of that conversation. It’s like you’re 
sitting in a gallery and you’re watching people talking about you. 
No one cares to ask, what do you think?”

5 CIVIL SOCIETY WAS 
NOT PERFECT EITHER

In both civil society and government there are personalities that 
can be constructive or destructive. There are well-intentioned 
individuals in both that work within a set of structures and with 
different incentives that do not always align. Andrew Boraine 
asserts that we need to “take out some of the prejudices in the 
system that come from all sides. There’s this distrust all around 
in the system, and it’s the biggest obstacle to working together.”

The Western Cape Food Forum was one such entity that was 
praised for its ability to break down barriers and challenge 
stereotypes. One researcher shared, “There were individuals 
within that Food Forum that spoke honestly, and helped people 
understand government better… That doesn’t mean that 
governments changed in the larger scale of things”, but it did 
help people feel more positively towards those specific officials. 
“They understand at least the constraints that they’re working 
in, while still sort of being frustrated with the system itself.”

Andrew Boraine explains that one of the most important roles of 
the EDP in the Western Cape Food Forum “was to communicate 
the value of civil society. I mean until we released that report in 
July [2020], government had very little understanding of what 
was happening in civil society in terms of the response. We 
showed that civil society, certainly in the first six months played 
a bigger role than government in food relief. And people in 
government were (a) shocked by that, (b) pleasantly surprised, 
and (c) it gave them a new respect and a better understanding of 
civil society organisations.”

It is critically important to establish a clear social compact, 
which recognises the respective and complementary roles 
and responsibilities of government, civil society, labour and 
government.  This is a prerequisite for trust-building.

Established intermediaries, as shown in the example of the EDP, 
have the potential to facilitate more meaningful engagements 
between government and civil society. Government doesn’t have 
a good track record of this, especially with the many grassroots 
civil society initiatives. Andrew Boraine says, “Practitioners on the 
ground get impatient with government task teams. What they do 
want is respectful relationships, and for government to create an 
enabling environment for citizen voice and citizen action.” 

Another area where intermediaries can assist is in the financial 
support of informal elements of civil society. Without systemic 
and radical shifts in government’s financial management 
systems, it is unlikely that it will ever be able to fulfill this role 
adequately. David Harrison explains: “Systems of verification, 
particularly when one is trying to harness an informal sector, 
can still be put in place if you harness the capacity of the more 
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GOVERNMENT AND CIVIL SOCIETY 
NEED TO WORK ON BUILDING TRUST 

CREATE THE RIGHT CONDITIONS 
FOR INTERMEDIARIES

RECOMMENDATIONS
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Leanne Brady concludes: “The big lessons are about not trying to 
control, but instead trying to support and enable whoever is doing 
the work. These crisis moments are a wonderful opportunity 
for government to support community-led initiatives, and 
build trust.  But that requires working across siloes and beyond 
mandates, and needs the red tape to be removed. This would, 
for example, mean making funds available to support community 
kitchens that were acting as hubs of social support, or making 
it easier to access municipal water or to get access to a piece 
of land for community food gardens. But instead the processes 
are ridiculous, making it very hard for government officials to 
support.”

Nomonde Buthelezi agrees: “You would find that a few 
individuals on that street would come together and try to clean 
it up to erect a garden, but then you still need to go through the 
council and apply to use that space… They [council] would ask so 
many questions to sort of discourage you.” Some interviewees 
asked why not just allow communities to plant gardens where 
there is vacant government land?

Although government has a set of regulations and policies that 
constrain and control its actions, government officials are not 
always accurately relaying the flexibility that exists within the 
system. Zaheera Mohamed’s recommendation for civil society 
is “get yourself up to speed, get help, find out the systems, so 
you’re empowered to engage government more as an equal.” 
“Government says they can only do X and they can’t do it 
another way. So therefore, the ability of civil society to push back 
or engage with alternatives is severely limited, because they 
don’t know.”

Part of the challenge for civil society is understanding the 
government institution they are dealing with. Andrew Boraine 
explains: “Many civil society organisations don’t have a good 
understanding of how government works in practice. They 
expect government to behave like it’s described in the books, or 
in the Constitution, and they don’t realise that different spheres 
of government each have their own institutional cultures. It 
doesn’t matter which parties are in power. In my experience, 
the public sector tends to have an inwards-looking and upwards 
accounting focus, rather than outwards and downwards, which 
would be more accountable.”

The arrival of COVID-19 in South Africa demanded that 
government and civil society move at a speed rarely seen 
before. Roné McFarlane emphasised the value of pre-existing 
relationships in managing crisis responses: “And suddenly you 
were thrown together in a room with organisations and people 
that you don’t know, without preexisting understandings of how 
one works together, what your joint values and principles are. 
And in a context where you’re then also interacting on a platform 
that is impersonal, it makes joint advocacy quite difficult to 
navigate.”

Andrew Boraine explains: “Relationships matter, and the more 
you invest in them in times of relative stability, the better you can 
respond in times of crisis, where you need to spring into action 
and you don’t have time to have long consultations. If people 
already trust you, you can achieve a lot, but if people respond, 
‘well, you’ve treated me shabbily for five years, why should I 
work together with you now?’, you won’t get very far.” 

Furthermore, government needs to show how it can partner 
with civil society outside of a crisis. He adds: “Do something 
together, build some trust. Don’t worry about the governance 
structure. Keep the government lawyers out of the conversation, 
the auditors and the forensic specialists and those sorts of risk 
management people. It doesn’t always have to be formal”.

Civil Society should also build on the relationships it has fostered. 
Zaheera Mohamed says “We’ve seen the [ECD] sector come 
together and push forward. Let us capitalise on the momentum 
that was created.” Eleanor Whyle reflects on the CANs: “I guess 
the relationships will sustain and are sustaining. I’ve come to 
think of those relationships as the most valuable asset.”
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ENABLE RATHER THAN CONTROL: 
GOVERNMENT NEEDS TO GET OUT 
THE WAY IN A CRISIS

LEARNING THE RULES 
AND CULTURE OF GOVERNMENT

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS 
AND PARTNERING BEFORE A CRISIS 

established organisations that have good governance structures, 
and are compliant with the requirements [of government].

This doesn’t mean that intermediaries are a simple solution. 
Harrison says, “One of the fundamental problems with 
intermediaries at the moment is that they’re seen to simply 
be extensions of government”. One “condition has to be the 
flexibility that the intermediary has in dealing with the local 
organisations, because what you don’t want is the intermediary 
to be so hamstrung by all of the bureaucratic requirements that 
it actually can’t do the job.” 

He explains that flexibility “doesn’t mean that there’s not 
accountability, but it is a different outcomes-based accountability, 
it’s not an administrative accountability.” However, for this 
approach to work, there needs to be a clear set of guidelines on 
what this entails. Engaging the Auditor-General is an important 
step in determining what constitutes sufficient assurance in this 
context. 
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CONCLUSION:
In summary, this Learning Brief identified five high-level 
observations and recommendations for civil society and 
government through conversations with civil society leaders on 
their experience of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Brief describes a discordant relationship between civil 
society and government; however, it also shows that civil society 
is eager to engage and partner with government under the 
right conditions. The reader will notice that, at the time of the 
interviews, the first part of the Zondo Commission’s report had 
not been published. Trust in government, especially at the top 
political level, is lower than it has ever been since the advent 
of democracy. The State’s coffers have been plundered by 
corruption and fraud, and scathing revelations were disclosed 
at the Judicial Commission of Inquiry into Allegations of State 
Capture, Corruption and Fraud in the Public Sector.

The reader will notice that, at the time of the interviews, the first 
part of the Zondo Commission’s report had not been published.  
It is going to take a lot to build it back, and government is going to 
need civil society to hold it accountable and support the capacity 
of the state while it attempts to reconstruct its institutions. 

Brief developed by Rebecca Metz

OBSERVATIONS RECOMMENDATIONS

Government made some 
attempts to consult civil 
society but it wasn’t always 
meaningful 

Government and civil 
society need to work 
on building trust

Beyond consultation: 
Civil society’s desire 
for partnership

Establish a clear social 
compact which recognises 
the respective and 
complementary roles 
and responsibilities of 
government, civil society, 
labour and government;  
Create the right conditions 
for intermediaries

While civil society moved 
at speed, government’s 
intuition was to control

Enable rather than control: 
Government needs to get 
out the way in a crisis

Government’s funding 
mechanisms were not 
fit for purpose

Learning the rules and 
culture of government

Civil society was not 
perfect either

Building relationships and 
partnering before a crisis


