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Who Makes a Good Ward Councillor?
The Ongoing Debate on The Local
Government System in Zimbabwe

PRECIOUS SHUMBA!

Abstract

This article examines the role of councillors as overseers,
representatives of the electorate and policy-makers in
Zimbabwe’surban local authorities using document analysis and
key informant interviews with local government experts and
former ward councillors. The study unpacks the criteria set in
legislation and the Constitution of Zimbabwe Amendment
(Number 20) Act of 2013, examines the role of councillors within
local authorities, the residents’ expectations of ward councillors
and concludes with debates on the minimum educational
requirements for councillors. Councillors play three critical roles,
those of policy-making, representation and oversight, as well as
facilitating community development within their respective
wards. The study scrutinises the criteria required for one to
effectively deliver in their role as ward councillor. To have an
appreciation of the functions of a councillor and the criteria
needed to be more effective and efficient, the article highlights the
key functions of the local authority as the institution through
which councillors conduct their work to meet social service
delivery needs of the citizens.

Keywords: local authority, democracy, criteria, electorate

INTRODUCTION

This article examines the criteria for election into the office of
ward councillor in Zimbabwe based on the provisions of the
Electoral Act (Chapter 2.13) and the Urban Councils Act
(Chapter 29.15), the UCA. In the Zimbabwean context, most
councillors are initially chosen through political party-driven
primary elections, where various interested candidates from the

1 He is Harare Residents Trust, Harare, Zimbabwe
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same political party compete against each other with one
emerging as the winner to represent the party against
candidates from other political parties in harmonised elections.
For one to be chosen as the winner, the political parties allow
everyone interested to contest to stand in the primary elections
without any limitations based on education, experience or
record of service to the people but based on popularity and
loyalty to the political party.

However, the role of a ward councillor is beyond popularity and
loyalty to one’s political party leaders. It remains a critical
determinant of the success or failure of a local authority in
meeting service delivery needs of the electorate. When elected
into office, councillors find experienced and more
knowledgeable bureaucrats leading the various council
departments, which sometimes breeds conflict between them. It
is mostly after councillors are in office that the electorate begins
to ask critical questions about the competence and experience
of individual councillors, service delivery, project priorities,
resource allocation, strategic planning, budget formulation and
recruitment of key personnel. Therefore, for one to be a ward
councillor, they simply have to meet the criteria set in the
Electoral Act and the UCA.

What qualifications should one possess to be an effective and
efficient councillor? The Harare Residents’ Trust (HRT) in 2013
and 2018 reiterated calls for the government to set up a definite
criterion in the election of councillors. This did not succeed and
the status quo remains. There have been efforts to introduce
minimum academic and professional qualifications by the
government of Zimbabwe (Murwira, 2023). The Zimbabwe
Cabinet received, debated and approved principles of the Rural
District Councils Amendment Bill which sought, among other
things, to fix the qualifications of councillors for local
authorities in Zimbabwe. Shumba and Zinyama (2013) argue
that the more experienced bureaucrats within local authorities
manipulate the inexperienced, and sometimes naive, councillors
for their benefit. The authors, therefore, propose a minimum
educational qualification as the best way to improve the quality
of policy-makers in local authorities. They concluded that the
Zimbabwe political system has let down the people by allowing
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the political party system to dictate who becomes a councillor,
instead of setting a meritocratic system to elect a mayor and
councillors to enhance service delivery.

Traditionally, Zimbabweans vote for political party-selected
candidates, making them passive voters who are not necessarily
involved in the selection of the candidates by the political
parties in the first place.

There were significant changes to the local government system
after independence in 1980. The Urban Councils Act (Chapter
214) was repealed and replaced by the Urban Councils Act
(Chapter 29.15) in 1997. The changes ushered in the executive
mayors directly elected by residents. Maybe concerned with the
quality of policy and decision-making among councillors, the
government of Zimbabwe inserted a section in the Local
Government Amendment Laws of 2008 that allowed for the
election of one of the councillors or another person from outside
council to be elected by the councillors as mayor of a city or a
municipal council, abandoning the executive mayors. Former
Harare mayors Advocate Muchadeyi Masunda and Bernard
Manyenyeni bemoaned the functional illiteracy of most
councillors in Harare (Razemba, 2015).

However, this changed in 2008 ahead of the harmonised
elections, returning to the period of ceremonial councillors and
mayors (Parliament, 2008). Section 274(5) of the Constitution of
Zimbabwe of 2013 states that an Act of Parliament may confer
executive powers on the mayor or chairperson of an urban local
authority, but such a mayor or chairperson should be directly
elected by registered voters. The assumption is that executive
mayors wield more executive authority to supervise and preside
over the affairs of their respective local authorities. In this
article, the focus is on the criteria for one to be a ward
councillor, therefore the executive mayoral position is not
thoroughly investigated.

Before the 1997 amendments to the UCA, one was required to
be a property owner, above the requirements of being registered
as a voter in the ward one is interested in and be 21 years of
age and above. While this study argues for a set of minimum
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academic qualifications for one to be elected as a ward
councillor, there is another school of thought that posits that
having academic qualifications alone is insufficient to make one
a successful councillor. Democracy promotes inclusivity and
even uneducated policy-makers can articulate the aspirations of
their constituents.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The electorate elects into office their ward councillor from
among a host of candidates presented by political parties. Other
candidates contest as independents to represent the electorate
in the local authority ward elections. In this article the focus is
on the political party-chosen candidate who contests against
candidates from other political parties until one of them
emerges as a winner, becoming a ward councillor. A ward
councillor is the one directly elected by the electorate to
represent a ward within a local authority. This is the smallest
unit of representation in Zimbabwe’s electoral democracy. There
are 1 970 such wards in Zimbabwe.

This study argues that for one to be an effective and efficient
councillor within a local authority, they have to have a
minimum level of education that enables them comprehend the
most basic of council documents in their policy-making,
oversight and representative roles.

Good Corporate
Governance in Lol
Authority

Transparent,
Accountable and
Meritocratic
CandidateSelection
Processesin Political
Parties

Educated and
Experienced Policy-
makers

Inclusive
Service
Delivery
Outcomes

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework on Councillors
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As visualised in Figure 1, the election of ward councillors is an
inclusive service delivery outcome where the citizens experience
positive public goods and services from the local authority. For
this to happen, political parties have to adopt and implement
transparent, accountable and meritocratic candidate selection
processes, thus limiting opportunism in the office of ward
councillor. The result is that educated and experienced
councillors can develop good corporate governance within the
local authority, resulting in inclusive service delivery outcomes.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
The study used the human rights approach, democracy and the
rational choice theory in examining the criteria used to select
ward councillors and the roles of councillors in Zimbabwe’s
local authorities. Hausen and Launiala (2015:8) assert that a
human-rights-based approach has two distinct objectives to
achieve which are:
[to] empower people to claim and exercise their human rights and to
strengthen the capacity of duty-bearers who have a particular
obligation or responsibility to respect, protect and fulfil the rights of
the poorest, weakest, most marginalised and vulnerable and to
comply with these duties and obligations.

The human rights-based approach (HRBA) to development
includes civil and political rights and freedoms, as well as
economic, social and cultural rights. The HRBA is a lens,
through which barriers to development and patterns of
discrimination, can be identified, according to Hausen and
Launiala (2015). It considers the rights-holders as individuals
or social groups that have specific entitlements concerning
specific rights. Some duty-bearers are mainly the state and
official authorities who have the duty and obligation to respect,
fulfil and protect the rights of the citizens.

According to Haugaard (2010:1056), democracy is a “system for
moving conflict from coercion to regularised institutional
procedures”. The contestation for political power by candidates
and their political parties is done within a system of conflict
containment. The contestation for political power begins within
political parties which create the rules and procedures for
contestants to fight for majority votes to earn the right to
represent the respective political party in the national
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harmonised elections, in the case of Zimbabwe. When political
parties contest for power, they promise to serve the interest of
all citizens from whom they seek the mandate to govern.
However, in each election, there is only one winner, thus losers
and winners can reproduce the democratic system by agreeing
to respect the rules of the game of politics. As Haugaard argues
(ibid.), democracy constitutes a ‘stable decision-making process’
anchored on the principle of equality and impartiality, where all
contestants and participants are treated objectively as equal
stakeholders in the electoral processes.

Cincotta (2007) says that the word ‘democracy’ is derived from
the Greek word demos or “people” and defines it as a
government whose supreme power is vested in the people. He
asserts that in small associations or communities, democracy
can be exercised directly by the people who make the decisions
as a collective whole while in bigger societies like nations,
democracy is exercised through representatives chosen by the
people to represent them in public policy. Councillors are
representatives of the people, elected first through political
party primary election systems before they participate in local
authority elections conducted by the Zimbabwe Electoral
Commission (ZEC) in terms of Zimbabwe’s Constitution and
electoral and local government laws. Under the governance
system of democracy, a set of ideas and principles about the
freedom of the people have been developed over a long time
through undergoing significant transformation. Citizens within
a democracy not only have rights, but also have responsibilities
to fully participate in the “political system that in turn protects
their rights and freedoms” (Cincotta, 2007:3).

In the electoral processes, councillors are thinking beings and
in everything that they do in pursuit of their political objectives,
they are purposive and considerate. The study uses the rational
choice theory propounded by Friedman and Hechter (1988) as
cited in Ritzer (2010). According to Ritzer (ibid.), actors take
action intending to achieve objectives that are consistent with
their preferences. However, in taking these actions or decisions,
the actors are constrained by the opportunity costs and the
scarcity of resources. Ultimately, the behaviours and conduct of
potential councillors in their campaigns for political office are
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influenced by their desire to achieve their political objectives,
within their reach and will avoid contestations for political office
where their prospects of emerging victorious are slim. This,
therefore, helps to explain why council candidates contest
elections in the wards that they contest in.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Elections in Zimbabwe are highly contested. Political parties
field their preferred candidates, presumably the best among
their members. Independent candidates also take part in the
elections. However, the majority of the people still vote for
political party-chosen candidates. Zimbabwe is dominated by
the ruling Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front
(ZANU-PF), while the opposition is presently dominated by the
Citizens Coalition for Change (CCC). To be elected as a ward
councillor in Zimbabwe is a matter of being 21 years of age,
being a citizen of Zimbabwe and being a registered voter in the
ward being contested.

Citizens of a country have the right to participate freely in the
affairs of their government, directly or indirectly through freely
chosen representatives, (Organisation of African Unity, 1986:5).
This is achieved through legally provided citizen participation
where the citizens are provided with the opportunity to elect, in
a democratic, free, transparent and credible election, their
preferred candidates (Mapuva and Takabika, 2020). The
Zimbabwean scenario offers everyone who disqualifies, the
opportunity to elect or be elected into public office. Within a
democratic state, democracy is government by debate and
discussion by the people as opposed to rule by arbitrary will or
dictatorship by an individual or a few individuals, (Opuamie-
Ngoa, 2010). This, therefore, shows that the Zimbabwean
system provides fundamental freedoms to the citizens to elect
councillors of their choice, irrespective of their levels of
academic qualifications.

The minimal qualifications of elected councillors are specified in
legislation but exclude the requirement for minimum academic
qualifications. In research done by the Institute for Democratic
Alternative for Zimbabwe (IDAZIM) in July 2010, they
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established that one of the major sources of poor performance
by local authorities in the country was the lack of competent
and experienced technocrats. The situation was worsened by
the inexperienced councillors whose policy-making, oversight
and representative roles were found wanting in the formulation
of council budgets, development of strategic plans and other
important policy documents, (IDAZIM, 2010). These findings are
consistent with the earlier research by Jonga (2009) who argues
that the high demands on local authorities can be
complemented only by councillors with high academic and
professional qualifications who could correctly interpret
problems faced by people and their development needs.

In their study in assessing the role of councillors in service
delivery at the local government level in South Africa, Paradza et
al. (2010) establish that literate, experienced and skilled
councillors performed far much better than those without much
experience and education. Despite the South African system not
providing for any minimum academic qualifications for one to
be a councillor, the majority of councillors are chosen because
of their competencies and their capacity to articulate residents’
issues. The Municipal Turnaround Strategy that the Ministry of
Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs launched in
2010 following a review of the state of local governance in South
Africa identified internal and external factors that contributed
to municipal service delivery problems. They identified the
internal factors over which the municipal council had direct
influence. These included the quality of decision-making by
councillors, the quality of appointments within the municipal
administration, procurement and financial governance,
(Paradza et al., 2010:6). The study’s focus on the quality of
decisions by the councillors dwells on their academic
qualifications, experiences, skills and competences and how
this contributed to resolving municipal service delivery
challenges.

According to Paradza et al. (2010), councillors who previously
worked in other professions like teaching, public relations,
engineering, municipal and banking, significantly drew from
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their experiences to enhance the performance of their roles in

the council. They said:

For example, a former city engineer felt his understanding of
municipal managers enhanced his interaction with municipal
management, whilst a councillor who had previously worked as an
administrator in the provincial government, felt the experience
increased her capacity to understand municipal structures. As there
are no minimum qualifications for councillors, it is assumed that
councillors can read, understand and analyse the large reports that
they are presented with before the Portfolio Committee meetings.

The South African study focused on four municipalities of
Khara Hais, Northern Cape Province; Randfontein Municipality,
Gauteng Province; Phumelela Municipality, Free State Province;
and Madibeng Municipality in the North-West Province, (ibid.).
In the 2020 study, the Randfontein Municipality Speaker
decried the shortcomings displayed by councillors with lower
educational qualifications. It was found that they struggled with
comprehension of council documents and legislation to perform
their work. Councillors with lower qualifications and literacy
levels have limited capacity to interrogate council technocrats,
scrutinise their work and hold them accountable, (ibid.).
Council workers are recruited based mostly on their expertise,
experience and skills.

In Botswana, there are no academic qualifications required for
one to be elected into office as a ward councillor. According to
Sharma (2010), the country does not have many experienced
and highly qualified people to run their local authorities.
However, the Government of Botswana, through the Local
Government Service Management (LGSM), focuses on staff in
local authorities and is responsible for recruiting, posting,
training, transferring, disciplining, promoting and setting the
conditions of service, thus making local authorities
deconcentrated units (ibid.). The competencies and capacities of
councillors drawn from political parties leave a lot to be desired
(tbid.). This has limited the participation of communities and
local-level grassroots structures. The Government of Botswana
has been involved in increasing the capacity of technocrats in
local authorities without similar efforts at developing the
capacities of the elected councillors.
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METHODOLOGY

The article is based on data collected through a review of
literature from South Africa, Botswana and Zimbabwe, the
Constitution of Zimbabwe Amendment (Number 20) Act of
2013, the Urban Councils’ Act (Chapter 29.15) and the Electoral
Act (Chapter 2.13), key informant interviews with participants
conveniently selected for their willingness to participate and
their availability and because they are experienced and
knowledgeable in local government. According to Bowen (2009),
document analysis is an important social research tool in its
own right, which is useful in triangulation and used in most
schemes of triangulation and a combination of methodologies in
the study of the same phenomenon.

NUANCING THE EVIDENCE ON THE GROUND TO TRUTHS

The importance of councillors in the life of residents is not
reflected in the requirements for one to qualify to be elected as a
ward councillor. A thematic approach was used to critically
analyse the findings of this research.

QUALIFICATIONS SET IN THE ELECTORAL ACT (CHAPTER 2.13)
According to Section 119 (1) of the Electoral Act (Chapter 2.13),
the criteria for one to qualify or be disqualified from being
nominated to contest as a council candidate in an election is
stated. Subsection (1) states that “Any person who— (a) is a
citizen of Zimbabwe; and (b) has attained the age of twenty-one
years and (c) is enrolled on the voters roll for the council area
concerned; and (d) is not disqualified in terms of subsection (2),
shall be qualified to be elected as a councillor.” It further states
in subsection (2) that one is disqualified, among other reasons,
for being a Member of Parliament, having been convicted of
dishonesty, or being declared insolvent in the past five years.
This makes it very easy to contest as a councillor in Zimbabwe.
In a country with high levels of unemployment, one simply
needs to be 21 years old, a citizen, a registered voter and
without any criminal conviction to qualify for office. Viewed
from a democratic perspective, this appears to be inclusive and
reasonable.
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It is consistent with section 3(b) of the Electoral Act on general
principles of democratic elections, which asserts in (i) that every

citizen has a right to
“participate in government directly or through freely chosen
representatives and is entitled, without distinction on the ground of
race, ethnicity, gender, language, political or religious belief,
education, physical appearance or disability or economic or social
condition, to stand for office and cast a vote freely”.

Maouva and Takabika (2020) recognise that the Constitution of
Zimbabwe, the Electoral Act and the UCA do not provide for any
academic qualifications, maybe as a recognition of section 56(3)
of the constitution which states that every person has the right
not to be treated in an unfairly discriminatory manner on any
grounds.

ELECTIONS IN LOCAL AUTHORITIES

For the past decade, Zimbabwe had 1 958 wards covering 60
rural and 32 urban local authorities until the 2023 delimitation
exercise, which increased the number of wards to 1 970.
Councillors, Members of Parliament, Senators and the President
come into office through elections held simultaneously every
five years in terms of the Electoral Act and the Constitution.
Local authorities are one of the three tiers of government and
are the closest to the people. At the helm of policy-making are
councillors, both elected and the 30% women’s quota
representatives (Government of Zimbabwe, 2023). Beginning on
23 August 2023, 30% of women councillors were chosen based
on proportional representation using political party lists to work
together with the directly elected ward councillors, according to
section 277(4) and (5) of the 2013 Constitution of Zimbabwe.

The last harmonised elections were held on 23-24 August 2023.
Zimbabweans voted along political party lines. Councillors are
not elected based on their experience or academic or
professional qualifications, but on the strength and popularity
of their respective political parties. Based on these concerns,
one is persuaded to argue that an enlightened policy-maker is
easier to train on several aspects of local government than an
uneducated councillor. On the contrary, there is very little
evidence to suggest that any particular councillor was elected
based on their brilliance, track record or competence other than
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party affiliation. This trend, therefore, demonstrates that
Zimbabweans are a highly partisan people whose electoral
choices are either the major opposition or the ruling party,
without any scrutiny of the capacities of the elected officials.

RESIDENTS’ UNDERSTANDING OF THE ROLE OF WARD COUNCILLOR

Residents understand the role of a ward councillor to be that of
a community developer, community representative, policy-
maker and one who oversees the work of council workers. It is
the community development role that is most prominent in the
view of the majority of residents. When evaluating the
performance of a councillor, residents talk about tangible
projects and other deliverables that the respective ward
councillor did. Residents endure poor service delivery by local
authorities, yet their understanding of the role of councillors
remains elusive and unclear. They expect councillors to make a
difference and improve their quality of life. Therefore, it suggests
that mere age, citizenship and registered voter criteria do not
resolve the challenges facing local authorities in Zimbabwe.

The HRT (2021) asserts that residents are totally confused
about the roles of a councillor, especially between being a
benefactor to residents and being their representative in the
council. Residents expect their councillors to bring tangible
community developments and touch individual residents' lives
by responding to their practical needs. The councillor is
expected to do more than what the law currently provides. An
Eastlea resident expects the ward councillor to attend to
cultural sites, recreational facilities, provision of social services
and low rates for services. This has meant that councillors have
to consent to the electorate’s demands to get the vote. Once
they are voted into office, they forget and neglect the residents.
It may not be neglect as such, because the law is silent on the
monitoring and evaluation of a councillor in office. However,
after the vote, councillors concentrate more on their council
committee and full council meetings and they rarely conduct
ward feedback meetings, thus making them seem like council
workers instead of being representatives of the residents in the
council.
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Residents observe their councillors changing their lifestyles
while their service delivery conditions worsen. The implication is
that councillors benefit more as individuals in their positions
than improve the living conditions of residents. Therefore, one
may conclude that councillors serve their interests mostly when
elected into office, instead of representing the interests of
residents. From a rational choice theory perspective,?2 the
explanation is that councillors use their positions as a means to
an end. They consider getting into office more important than
serving the electorate's interests.

FUNCTIONS OF LOCAL AUTHORITIES TO CITIZENS

The Urban Councils Act (Chapter 29.15) allocates 54 duties and
powers which urban local authorities can perform in their areas
of jurisdiction, as stated in the Second Schedule (section 198).
Section 71 of the Rural District Councils Act (Chapter 29.13)
confers upon rural local authorities 64 functions where the
council may exercise its powers. Like in Botswana, where the
central government has superior control of both rural and
urban local authorities (Sharma, 2010), the functions of local
authorities in Zimbabwe remain subordinate to the national
government. Local authorities in Zimbabwe, like in Botswana,
are deconcentrated structures of central government.
Deconcentration refers to the transfer of authority and
responsibility from one central government to another, while
maintaining the same hierarchical levels of accountability from
local units to the central government agency, department or
ministry, (Work, 2002). Local authorities are not autonomous
institutions but are dependent on the national government for
some fiscal, administrative and policy decisions, (Madhekeni
and Zhou, 2012). In terms of the UCA, local authorities are
responsible for the provision of water, sewerage reticulation,
education at the primary level, cemeteries, swimming pools,
housing, roads, street lighting and town planning, among other
key roles.

2 Rational choice theory asserts that all action is rational in character and that
people calculate the likely costs and benefits of any action before deciding on
what to do. It holds that individuals must anticipate the outcomes of
alternative courses of action and calculate what will be best for them.
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The Constitution of Zimbabwe Amendment (Number 20) Act of
2013 provides more functions for the local authorities in the
country. Section 274(1) and (2) state that

“(1) There are urban local authorities to represent and manage the
affairs of people in urban areas throughout Zimbabwe. (2) Urban
local authorities are managed by councils composed of councillors
elected by registered voters in the urban areas concerned and
presided over by elected mayors or chairpersons, by whatever name
called.”

Section 274(5) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution states that:
“An Act of Parliament may confer executive powers on the mayor or
chairperson of an urban local authority, but any mayor or
chairperson on whom such powers are conferred must be elected
directly by registered voters in the area for which the local authority
has been established.”

Section 276(1) of the constitution states that subject to this

constitution and any Act of Parliament,
“a local authority has the right to govern, on its initiative, the local
affairs of the people within the area for which it has been
established and has all the powers necessary for it to do so.”

In terms of section 276(2), an Act of Parliament may confer
functions on local authorities, including (a) thepower to make
by-laws, regulations or rules for the effective administration of
the areas for which they have been established. The same
provision (b) states that local authorities should have the power
to levy rates and taxes and generally to raise sufficient revenue
for them to carry out their objectives and responsibilities. The
constitution gives local authorities so much power as guided by
the principles of devolution and citizen participation. In light of
these functions, it is most important that whoever is elected by
the citizens as a councillor to govern their local affairs, should
be competent enough to give value to the investment by the
electorate. These functions are executed with the governed's full
consent; therefore, the governed have to be informed and
knowledgeable about what is involved. While the governing falls
largely on the elected officials, the implementation,
administration and management of council affairs are done by
technocrats who advise policy-makers on the best way forward
in decision-making. Arguably, it takes more knowledgeable and
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vigilant elected officials to play their roles without compromising
service delivery.

THE ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE MAYOR, COUNCILLORS AND
EXECUTIVE COMMITTEES
In the 1996 edition of the Urban Councils Act (Chapter 29.15),
there was provision for the direct election of the executive
mayor by registered voters and the appointment of an executive
committee to run municipalities and cities. According to section
93 of the 1996 UCA, the functions of executive committees were
stated as follows:

“(1) Subject to this Act, the functions of an executive committee shall

be— (a) to assist the mayor in the performance of his functions; and

(b) to supervise and monitor the organisation, operations and affairs

of the council with a view to achieving co-ordination, efficiency and

economy and, for that purpose, the executive committee may call for

reports from the town clerk and direct him to investigate any

matters it considers necessary; and (c) subject to Parts VIII and IX,

to appoint and discharge senior officials of the council; and (d) to

administer and control the collection of income and the expenditure

of moneys by the council; and (e) to supervise the preparation by the

town clerk of annual draft estimates of income and expenditure for

consideration by the council; and ( f ) to initiate the making,

amendment or repeal of by-laws; and (g) to report to the council on

any matter referred to it by the council; and (h) to exercise any other

function that the council may delegate to it in terms of subsection

2).”

The executive committee and the position of the executive
mayor were abandoned when the UCA was repealed in 2008
ahead of the harmonised elections. These changes transferred
most of council responsibilities to the town clerk of a
municipality or city as the accounting officer. Mayors became
ceremonial then. Their major function, provided in section
104(1) of the Urban Councils’ Act (Chapter 29.15) is that:

“The mayor shall preside at all meetings of the council at which he or
she is present and, in the event of an equality of votes on any matter
before the council, he or she shall, subject to sections 103(7) and
290(2)(a), have, in addition to a deliberative vote, a casting vote.”

This was a significant change from the functions assigned to the
mayor in the 1997 UCA, which gave mayors sufficient powers to
manage their local authorities with more autonomy. They
include, but are not limited to, presiding over ceremonial
functions and meetings, but also include (a) the supervision
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and coordination of the affairs of the council concerned and the
development of the council area and (b) through the town clerk,
controlling the activities of employees of the council concerned.
These functions worked with executive committees, which were
presided over by the mayors.

WHAT TO EXPECT OF COUNCILLORS?

In interviews with experts, practitioners and residents, there
was consensus that for one to be elected as a ward councillor,
there must be some agreed educational criteria on who should
be allowed to contest in Zimbabwe. Past elections in the country
have not yielded councillors who have transformed the lives of
residents. This has been attributed largely to the failures of
political parties to establish democratic conditions to regulate
who gets elected into local authorities as ward councillors.

When asked what in her experience in Zimbabwe’s local
government system would be the ideal criteria for one to be a
good councillor, Erica Jones, a long-time local government
bureaucrat and a former chief director in the Ministry of Local
Government and Public Works, said the most important thing is
that a concillor should occupy a property which demonstrates
that they have a vested interest in council working.

“The person should have an income so they do not have the

attitude of wanting to earn from council,” Jones said.

“The person should be literate because there is a lot to read and
research - many council staff manipulate councillors by not giving
them all the facts. Therefore, the councillor must check things for
themselves. They also have to be able to read and comprehend the
law and complex council documents like budgets and by-laws.
Unfortunately, most councillors just [rubber] stamp and adopt
policies without fully understanding them.”

Council is serious business and councillors should be willing to
constantly talk to their wards, getting input from residents and
giving feedback. Jones argued that this was not happening in
most local authorities, which is why councils are
underperforming. She said councillors should be able to earn
the trust of the residents and not demand it. Having a record of
civic responsibility contributes to producing more caring
councillors, who should not owe the council any money.
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Engineer Bernard Musarurwa, a civil engineering expert,
believes one should have at least two years of tertiary
education, aged 25 years and above and owning or renting a
property in the ward or constituency one wants to contest. More
importantly, he suggests that every candidate should be legally
required to publish their CV among the residents so that their
track record is easily known and verified before they are voted
into office. He was supported by a local government expert who
said,

“I think we need a ratepayer, someone with a property, someone

with that track record or proof of having achieved something for

themselves, at family or community level. This person should not
have any criminal record. A police clearance is a must.”

The expert believes there is no benefit to the electorate or
residents with councillors who are clueless about what
governance and local government are. Some strict criteria
ensure that the system of chancers simply riding on the
political fortunes of their chosen political party to get into this
strategic position, must done away with.

Stewart Mutizwa, a former ward councillor and Acting Mayor of
Harare, argues that residents should elect a councillor who is
resident in the area they are interested in contesting,
approachable and who listens more to the views of other people.
“Education is an added advantage but not important,” Mutizwa
said. “A councillor must be someone with a good community
record, a family person with impeccable integrity.”

In their 10-point criteria, the HRT, an independent and non-
partisan residents’ grouping, highlights that there must be an
emphasis on community service and experience of the
councillor and a minimum of tertiary education at certificate
level, without a previous conviction and residing in the ward
they are registered to vote. Residents look at the councillor with
the main focus on water supplies, waste management,
employment creation, participation and contribution during
community funerals and programmes.

Dr Jonathan Muringani, based in Norway, argued that in a
modern society, everyone must have a basic secondary
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education. “The idea of education is to prepare people for
citizenship (Dewey), so the ordinary level becomes the
minimum,” hesaid.

CRITICISMS OF SETTING EDUCATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS CRITERIA
Despite strong views supporting setting a minimum educational
level for one to be elected as a ward councillor, there are
proponents of equality without considering meritocracy in
choosing elected public officials. Section 56 of the Constitution
states that all “people are equal before the law and have equal
protection and benefit of the law”.

Their main argument is that Zimbabwe has had a record of
highly educated cabinet ministers and the late president, Robert
Gabriel Mugabe, had seven learned degrees and dozens of
honorary awards. However, the country still struggled to
address the population's immediate needs.

Wilton Janjasi, a former Ward 38 Councillor, Kuwadzana in
Harare, has spoken against making public office an exclusive
preserve for the educated elite, arguing that with their degrees
and high education, Zimbabwe’s problems were not being
resolved. He argues that real education is understanding the
needs of the people and taking them where they must be
resolved and not necessarily the qualifications that people boast
about. He argued that there must be a mixture of the educated
and the experienced to improve service delivery.

Professor Innocent Nhapi of the Centre for Urban Resilience,
Water and Climate Change (CURWCC), strongly argues for
setting minimum qualifications, but emphasises difficulties in
setting these standards, especially for councillors when there
are none for Members of Parliament. For councillors, he believes
five Ordinary Level subjexts should be sufficient. However, as
elected officials, once there is one standard for one group and
not all, there are bound to be more problems to overcome. The
legislature must make the laws for the country and there is no
minimum qualification for them to be voted into office. If the
MPs are to debate such a bill if it is tabled in Parliament at one
point, they would have to set a standard for themselves as well,
before they can enact a law targeting councillors only. Professof
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Nhapi’s concerns demonstrate that ending up with standard
minimum qualification criteria for ward councillors will take

very long to find its way into the legislative chambers. He said:
“What you need is a good chief executive officer and a team of
technocrats plus standards/regulation of performance by the central
government to ensure that all councils conform to best practice.”

While democracy is good, as highlighted in legislation, it fails to
produce competence-driven leadership which can translate the
citizens’ aspirations expressed through the democratic vote into
tangible outcomes that improve people’s lives. Given these
shortcomings, one may argue that democracy has a habit of
producing mostly popular but incompetent leaders who thrive
on sloganeering. Meritocracy is not a consideration when it
comes to political office in Zimbabwe.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Without a legal requirement for a minimum educational
qualification, it may be time that Zimbabwe adopted a hybrid
system that requires a threshold number of elected and
proportional representation councillors to have at least a
certificate above five Ordinary Levels secondary education. For
committee chairpersons, a relevant diploma or degree is
necessary to improve the capacity-building of local authorities.
Political parties in Parliament have the most crucial role in
determining the minimum qualifications for their council
candidates to contribute towards the production of quality and
improved policies and resolutions. As long as the constitution is
not amended to determine the criteria for one to be elected into
office as a ward councillor, inexperienced political party
activists from main political parties will continue to be policy-
makers.

However, achieving a delicate balance between what makes a
good councillor and political equality, as espoused by
democracy, is not an easy task. Thus, while academic and
professional qualifications enhance the knowledge of policy-
makers who run local authorities in Zimbabwe, democracy
emphasises the equality of all citizens, irrespective of their
political, social and economic status. Notwithstanding this
delicate balance, there is consensus that holding local
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government elections separately from the parliamentary and
presidential elections and the election of an executive mayor
can enhance the quality of local authorities’ policy-makers. If
this is to happen, the decoupling may allow sufficient space and
time to elect more competent and experienced ward councillors
without the influence of the choice of who is president.
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