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On the edges of Dieplsoot stands a half complete municipal building. Once intended as a 
library and offices, it has been surrendered to decay before it even came to life. A few years 
ago it seemed to symbolise a governmental intent to recognise and modernise Diepsloot. 
Now it’s just an unexplained shell. A free brick and building parts store. 

Despite the fact that its ‘construction’ it must have cost tens of millions of rand there is no 
explanation about why this building was not completed. One guesses that its halt is 
corruption related: another dodgy tender to another incapable contractor. A corpse that 
bears witness to the findings of the Auditor General on municipal mismanagement. Signs of 
the rotting away of the state.  

The likelihood that corruption would become a blight on the body of our new democracy was 
obvious and political scientists did South Africa a disservice by not pointing to this high 
probability. A few loud words of warning, repeated often enough, would have alerted us. 
They would have prophesied that a juvenile government, attempting to provide services to 
millions of the previously-excluded, but having little experience or capacity to do so, would 
be at risk of robbers.  

They should have told us, as has been proven with the Arms Deal, that the new government 
would be immediately prey to an established global elite of corruptors, people well-trained in 
state craft, aware of opportunities for grand theft. This gang did not even wait for the ANC to 
form a government before they commenced their business. 

However, over time, (they should have said) the government would also be placed at risk 
from a new generation of home-grown baby criminals. These people would make corruption 
both a growth industry and a redistributive system.  

An opportunity for robbers to fleece the fiscus would open up. Good ‘business’ planning 
could turn poorly managed municipalities, provinces and government departments into 
personal feeding troughs. All that would be required would be a lack of morality and 
occasionally the willingness to kill. 

Had political scientists stressed these risks, our then bonafide government and its 
exhilarated trusting citizenry would have been less naive. Governmental and non-
governmental institutions such as the Scorpions, the Hawks, Corruption Watch, would have 
been put on guard for us from the beginning.  

Corruption is defined by Corruption Watch as ‘the abuse of public resources for private gain’ 
and indeed reports of the Auditor General, Public Protector et al show that the state’s 
resources do offer easy pickings. It is estimated that public sector corruption robs the public 
purse of 10% of the government’s annual procurement budget. According to Wille Hofmeyr 
between R25-30bn of the government’s procurement budget is lost annually to corruption.  

Despite these grand sums, however, society still does not seem to appreciate that corruption 
is not just an aberration. Corruption has established its own political economy. When 
corruption reaches this scale it becomes a form of business activity; it has not just a political 
effect but an economic one as well; and it obviously has a profound social impact.  



We live in a corruption economy. Corruption accounts for a significant chunk of business 
activity. It flourishes because short-sighted corporate planning has led to economic 
stagnation in many of the traditional areas of economy. Most manufacturing industries are 
shrinking. Old businesses remain (mainly) in old hands. Unemployment is massive and 
upward mobility within employment is severely restricted.  

People who cannot find productive employment in the private sector find it in the state 
where, for reasons already stated, controls are lax. Some of them then steal. Poverty in the 
presence of great wealth creates a fertile field for crime and corruption. The fact that many 
senior politicians successfully model corrupt conduct does not help.   

This is bad enough. But unbridled corruption creates a vicious cycle that then deepens the 
economic impasse.  Corruption involves the theft of value that was created through real 
economic production. It is the theft of money, originally collected as tax, intended for 
reinvesting in other economically or socially productive parts of society. But instead of this 
happening, this value exits the economy. It cannot be invested in the real economy (what 
people used to do with their profits in the good old days) because it must be hidden. So it is 
salted away in hidden accounts, spent on imported luxury items, houses and cars. 

The corruptee uses his or her ill gotten capital gains to purchase property from the old rich. 
The result: the old rich get richer, the new rich get status. Money circulates, but only among 
a small sector of society. Not amongst the population as a whole. Corruption thus entrenches 
inequality and deepens poverty. 

Finally, there is a terrible social cost to corruption.  

The most common mines for corruption are municipalities and the public education and 
health systems. 

For example, it is estimated R20bn per annum is stolen from the public and private health 
sector. This theft makes people sick, literally. People who do not get treatment for medical 
conditions are less able to progress at school or work. Money must be taken from their own 
empty purses to compensate for the money stolen from the public purse. Interestingly, the 
R20bn stolen annually corresponds roughly with the estimated out-of-pocket expenditure on 
health. Researchers show how this deepens poverty, often catastrophically.  

A similar situation faces the education system where there is grand theft of money for books, 
school meals and school infrastructure. And again, the effects of theft are contagious.  Pupil’s 
lack of access to books and to other standard technologies of the modern age (computers and 
the internet) impacts negatively on their qualifications and then employability. 

Thus spins on the vicious circle of corruption contributing to poor education and health, 
poor employment opportunity, proclivity to crime and back to corruption. Round and round.  

The question is what can be done to break it?  

Post-Mangaung the ANC seems intent on cleaning up its act. But it is not clear whether this 
is considered temporarily necessary for its 2014 election campaign, or whether there is now a 
deeper understanding of the political economy of corruption. The test will not be in words or 
committees, but actions. For example, will the zest with which the state has proved itself 
capable of acting against Julius Malema be permitted against other senior officials with 



sticky fingers? Will the construction cartel be prosecuted? Will the ANC and other parties 
allow corrupt officials to continue to abuse the notion of ‘innocent until proved guilty’ to hold 
onto office. 

Ultimately speculation about the integrity of politicians helps little. The power is in our 
hands. With just over a year until our 20th anniversary election the challenge will be for the 
electorate to make breaking corruption a burning issue for 2014 and to link its eradication to 
tangible demands around social justice.  
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