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INNOVATION THROUGH ADVERSITY - CLOSING CIVIC SPACE, 

SOCIAL MEDIA AND SOCIAL ACCOUNTABILITY   
  

With the rise of liberal democracies, the 1990s saw 

the growth of civil society organisations across the 

globe. As more countries adopted democratic 

ideologies, civic space and civil society – an integral 

part of democracy – flourished and were largely seen 

as positive markers for a healthy democratic society. 

Civil society organisations (CSOs) were seen as able to 

contribute to key development areas as countries 

emerged from restrictive regimes and worked to 

overcome the bounds of colonialism.  Civicus states 

that “When civic space is open, citizens and civil 

society organisations are able to organise, participate 

and communicate without hindrance.” It argues there 

are three key pillars to civic space: 

1. The first is Freedom of Association.  This is the 

right to join a formal or informal group to take 

collective action. 

2. The second pillar is Freedom of Expression. This 

includes the right to access information, critically 

evaluate and speak out against the policies and 

actions of state and non-state actors and publicly 

draw attention to and carry out advocacy actions 

to promote shared concerns. 

3. The third pillar is Freedom of Peaceful Assembly. 

This is the right of citizens to gather publicly or 

privately and collectively express, promote, 

pursue and defend common interests.  

The tide of democratic optimism has systematically 

and increasingly been overshadowed by the clamp 

down on free and open civic space across the world. 

In Africa, the trend is growing not only in numbers 

but also intensity. 

In 2017, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights to 

Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and of Association, 

Maina Kiai, had this to say about closing civic space:  

“The trend of shrinking civic space – laws and 

practices that restrict civil society’s ability to 

operate – is threatening to take the air from civil 

society’s lungs. This is unfortunate because it is 

both self-destructive and short-sighted, even for 

those orchestrating the closure.” 

Essential to the ability of civil society to hold 

governments accountable is access to good quality, 

relevant and critical information. The media are 

essential to this accountability ecosystem but face 

complex challenges which are unique to each 

context. In Africa, the political history in many 

countries means the media are still strongly linked to 

political parties, are victims of state ownership and 

repression, and bound by the whims of partisan 

owners. The lack of private and independent media 
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has impacted on the ability of the media to fulfil its 

role in giving voice to civil society and being the 

watchdog of the people. 

Research conducted by PSAM examined the way in 

which civil society organisations in the accountability 

sector in Africa regarded the media in their contexts 

and how they are using social media to counter 

restrictive contexts and shrinking civic spaces.  

Most respondents said they regard the role of the 

media as an informative one, to inform citizens about 

accountability issues in their contexts. While most 

respondents regarded the media as an essential tool 

for their accountability work, they also noted the 

increasing restrictions on media freedom in their 

contexts and the inability of media to provide 

accountability information as a result of this.  

Respondents were generally positive about the ability 

of investigative journalism in particular to hold public 

officials to account - more so than just playing an 

informative role, but that independent and critical 

investigative journalism is being thwarted by 

restrictive laws, threats to journalists and lack of 

resources for independent media. Striking in the 

results is the stark contrast in perceptions of freedom 

between public broadcasters, which recorded very 

poor levels of freedom, and social media, which are 

considered to have high levels of freedom. 

Survey respondents also saw the potential of social 

media to overcome some of the restrictions and 

challenges of shrinking civic space. Not only are social 

media more trusted than some traditional media, but 

one of the key advantages of social media is the fact 

that civil society organisations do not have to 

manoeuvre the gatekeeping processes of traditional 

media. When asked about the advantage of social 

media in their work, one respondent noted:  

“The message you put across will not be censored in 

any way and in fact the risk of your message not 

coming out is totally removed as would have been 

the case in traditional media where editors can 

decide not to publish a story”. 

Having a direct line to ordinary citizens, policy makers 

and influential opinion-makers means social media is 

an attractive tool for accountability work in these 

CSOs. It allows them to continue to build networks 

between citizens and governments, to speak truth to 

power, and to promote transparency and 

accountability on a large scale. 

But, much like the restrictive legislation and policies 

used to limit the independence and freedom of 

traditional media and restrict civic space, so 

governments are quickly targeting social media in 

their restrictive tendencies. Already, at least nine 

African countries shut down the internet in 2017 

alone. And Buyse notes “the rise of social media has 

given civil society more opportunities to make its 

voice heard…but this rise has also increased the 

number of verbal attacks by purveyors of hate as well 

as trolls funded or inspired by governments to 

reinforce official propaganda”.  

This research highlights the importance of ensuring 

open spaces for speaking truth to power and the 

adaptability of civil society organisations to find new 

and innovative ways to continue their accountability 

work. It also highlights the failings of traditional 

media in restrictive contexts and the strategic use of 

social media as potential tools for accountability work. 

However, it further highlights the lengths to which 

restrictive governments will go to limit the potential 

of social media and the ways in which they are 

already extending their reach to the digital sphere. It 

is imperative that civil society continue to share their 

challenges but also the ways in which they are 

overcoming those challenges with others in the space. 

This article is based on survey data gathered with 

CSOs in 2018. This is part of a bigger research project. 

More information about this research will be 

published in 2019. For more information about the 

PSAM go to our website www.psam.org.za or follow 

us on Twitter @PSAM_Africa 

 

By Vanessa Malila 

v.malila@ru.ac.za  

Advocacy Impact Programme Head 

Public Service Accountability Monitor 
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The issue of closing civic spaces is not new and 

continues to challenge the relationship between Civil 

Society Organisations (CSOs) and duty-bearers 

(decision-makers). In most cases, shrinking civic space 

is due to those who consider their power and 

privilege threatened by civil society. While closing 

civic spaces can be viewed in different forms, it is 

important to interrogate the spaces in the context 

where CSOs are ‘heard’ by the decision-makers. In 

other words, the closing of spaces to know that CSOs 

are heard. Therefore, there is the challenge of 

knowing that CSOs are heard by decision-makers and 

of being recognised as equal stakeholders. While the 

South African government established the National 

Development Agency (NDA), through Parliament Act 

108 of 1998, to strengthen the institutional capacity 

of CSOs for long-term sustainability, challenges still 

remain to ensure that the voices of the CSOs are 

heard by duty-bearers. The establishment of the NDA 

meant that government views CSOs as key partners in 

bringing about development in South Africa.  

The conversation about how to combat the problem 

of closing civic space is unfolding in different 

dialogues and differently from the apartheid era, 

where the spaces were completely closed. The South 

African Constitution commits government 

departments to the progressive realisation of socio-

economic rights, including the right to education, 

healthcare, housing and social welfare, within 

available resources. Through their advocacy 

initiatives, CSOs aim to ensure that these socio-

economic rights are realised. However, the work of 

the CSOs continue to be confronted by the challenges 

to monitor and evaluate progress of their advocacy 

initiatives. For example, while organisations like the 

Public Service Accountability Monitor (PSAM) aim to 

influence public officials to justify their decisions and 

performance concerning the manner in which their 

use of public resources contributes to the progressive 

realisation of socio-economic rights, they face 

challenges getting honest feedback from the 

departments. Not getting feedback is a problem in 

the context where the main targets (decision-makers) 

of advocacy initiatives may not be willing to make 

judgements about the factors shaping their policy 

choices. The unwillingness of advocacy targets to 

provide honest feedback  makes it difficult for the 

CSOs to determine the impact of their work.   

PSAM’s Monitoring and Advocacy Programme (MAP) 

develops the following main outputs – Budget Brief, 

Expenditure Tracking Report (ETR); and Strategic Plan 

Evaluation (SPE) – and share these with decision-

makers in key government departments. These 

outputs are shared with the decision-makers in order 

to ensure accountable service delivery due to 

improved ‘interaction’ between citizens and the state. 

While these are shared, the advocacy targets hardly 

provide feedback, with this making it difficult to judge 

the degree of influence over policy decisions. It is 

worth mentioning that the only feedback on the 2018 

Education SPE, was from the Chief Director of the 

Strategic Planning Unit in the ECDoE. Feedback was 

provided on the 30th of October 2018 during a 

meeting of the Portfolio Committee on Education. 

The Chief Director mentioned the importance of the 

SPE in supporting the work of the department. 

However, this kind of feedback is not sufficient – it 

does not explain the impact of the SPE. In other 

words, it does not tell us how CSO outputs are having 

an impact on the work of decision-makers. CSOs need 

CLOSING CIVIC SPACES: UNWILLINGNESS OF ADVOCACY 

TARGETS TO PROVIDE HONEST FEEDBACK TO CSOS 

“THE WORK OF THE CSOS CONTINUE TO BE 

CONFRONTED BY THE CHALLENGES TO 

MONITOR AND EVALUATE PROGRESS OF 

THEIR ADVOCACY INITIATIVES”  

http://psam.org.za/monitoring-advocacy/
http://psam.org.za/monitoring-advocacy/
http://psam.org.za/monitoring-advocacy/
http://psam.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Education-SPE-2018_Final.pdf
http://psam.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Education-SPE-2018_Final.pdf


 

4 

to know how they affect the public sector decision-

making processes. Therefore, the feedback from the 

decision-makers involves telling CSOs how the work 

they do contributes to the realisation of socio-

economic rights. This would, in turn, open the space 

for partnerships, where there is ongoing dialogue 

between CSOs and governments.  

In November 2018, the PSAM had a discussion to find 

ways of improving feedback from their advocacy 

targets. In other words, how to ensure that we get 

honest feedback from government departments. 

During the meeting, it was recommended that CSOs 

should keep in constant communication with the 

advocacy targets.   

 

Therefore, reversing the closing space trend requires 

complex engagement with the advocacy targets. Such 

engagement could be in the form of making 

submissions and presentations to the decision-

makers. CSOs want to know that they are heard and 

are making an impact. So, while there is open space 

to influence decision-making through writing 

submissions, CSOs would benefit from knowing that 

they are making valuable contribution to the 

government policies. Decision-makers need to 

provide feedback to the CSOs.  The CSOs are 

presenting opportunities for governments to develop 

effective and efficient partnerships.  

 
By Siyabulela Fobosi 

s.fobosi@ru.ac.za  

Education Researcher 

Public Service Accountability Monitor 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CIVIC SPACE – WHAT THE 

NUMBERS SAY  

“THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONSTITUTION 

COMMITS GOVERNMENT DEPARTMENTS TO 

THE PROGRESSIVE REALISATION OF SOCIO-

ECONOMIC RIGHTS, INCLUDING THE RIGHT 

TO EDUCATION, HEALTHCARE, HOUSING AND 

SOCIAL WELFARE, WITHIN AVAILABLE 

RESOURCES” 

mailto:s.fobosi@ru.ac.za
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“If we are to fight corruption more meaningfully in 

South Africa, we need to find improved ways of 

protecting and rewarding whistleblowers. We need 

them to feel safe and proud to come forward and 

expose that which robs shareholders and citizens to 

the tune of tens of billions of rand each year.” 1  

Almost 20 years ago South Africa’s Parliament signed 

into law the Protected Disclosures Act (PDA) to 

encourage whistleblowers to speak out when they 

suspect irregular conduct in the workplace.  The 

preamble to the PDA recognizes that: 

“criminal and other irregular conduct in organs of 

state and private bodies are detrimental to good, 

effective, accountable and transparent 

governance in organs of state and open and good 

corporate governance in private bodies and can 

endanger the economic stability of the Republic 

and have the potential to cause social damage.” 

The preamble also notes that:  

“every employer and employee has a 

responsibility to disclose criminal and any other 

irregular conduct in the workplace;  

every employer has a responsibility to take all 

necessary steps to ensure that employees who 

disclose such information are protected from any 

reprisals as a result of such disclosure;” 

The PDA places obligations on employers both within 

the public and private sector to investigate 

“protected disclosures” made by whistleblowers and 

prohibits the whistleblower from facing 

“occupational detriment” due to having made a 

protected disclosure.   

Like so many laws enacted in post-apartheid South 

Africa, the PDA had good intentions when introduced, 

                                                      
1 “In praise of the whistleblower” by Wayne Duvenage, 14 
June 2019 in the Daily Maverick.  

but it has remained largely ineffective due to its 

provisions being regularly ignored or at times 

deliberately breached, to intimidate, silence and at 

times murder people who have taken steps to blow 

the whistle. In this regard, a recent article in the Daily 

Maverick and penned by Wayne Duvenage 

emphasised that: 

South Africa has many examples of people who 

stood their ground and blew the lid on corruption. 

And the vast majority have paid a dear price for 

their moral action, many losing their jobs — some 

have lost their lives. One of the well-publicised 

whistleblower cases was that of Wendy Addison, 

who blew the lid on executives’ self-enrichment 

schemes within the LeisureNet group some 18 

years ago. She too paid the price of having to 

leave the country and live in hardship for years as 

she struggled to find work in a foreign country. 

 
The whistleblowing incident that sparked the 

biggest exposure in SA and possibly gave rise to 

the State Capture Commission, must be the Gupta 

Leaks. The lives of the brave people who 

encountered and exposed the hard drive of the 

Sahara CEO – a kingpin in the daily dealings of the 

Gupta empire – have also been threatened and 

impacted by having to relocate and experience a 

massive upheaval to their lives. 

 

The full extent of corruption by politicians, members 

of the public, private businesses, and public servants 

working across all three levels of government in 

South Africa and especially within compromised 

state-owned entities is slowly being realised, 

including its widespread erosive impact upon South 

Africa’s development and economic stability. While 

commissions and other investigations by 

constitutionally mandated oversight bodies have in 

some way, encouraged whistleblowers to come 

HOW DO WE LESSEN THE RISKS POSED TO 

WHISTLEBLOWERS AND BETTER INCENTIVISE THEM TO 

SPEAK OUT?  

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2019-06-28-business-against-corruption-focus-on-whistleblower-superstars-and-the-costs-of-graft/
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forward; their courageous efforts need to actually 

result in meaningful consequences for those 

implicated in criminal or other irregular acts. Unless 

this happens, we will continue to witness trends 

where superficial and inadequate corrective steps are 

taken, and where whistleblowers remain reluctant to 

speak out, despite multiple warning signs showing 

that all is not well within corrupted sectors of both 

the public and private sector.  

This requires that a range of accountability 

frameworks (which have been eroded, by-passed or 

ignored) actually function and result in real 

consequences for those who break the law. It 

requires closer communication and action between 

various law enforcement authorities that will 

investigate and prosecute without fear or favour. It 

also requires systemic corrective action following the 

release of auditor’s findings. Where people in 

positions of authority fail to report allegations of 

corruption for investigation, they should face the 

serious consequences provided for in the Prevention 

and Combating of Corrupt Activities Act. 

Strengthening accountability frameworks also 

requires that public servants who negligently or 

willfully breach laws (such as the Public Finance 

Management Act and Municipal Finance 

Management Act) actually face disciplinary and 

criminal action, rather than not being investigated or 

being subjected to lengthy paid suspensions, golden 

handshakes and transfers that tend to result in 

whistleblowers allegations being swept under carpets. 

It critically requires that politicians in municipal 

councils, provincial legislatures and Parliament 

actually act as the law requires in fulfilling their 

oversight responsibilities, rather than seek solutions 

that ultimately erode accountability mechanisms and 

further endanger whistleblowers.  

It is encouraging to see recent additional powers 

given to the Office of the Auditor-General of South 

Africa to support implementation of remedial action 

within state organs. These developments will take 

some strain off of whistleblowers and rightly place 

more accountability obligations upon people in 

leadership positions within government and 

legislature oversight bodies to take meaningful action 

to address recurrent irregular and criminal conduct 

within the State.  

Amendments made to the Protected Disclosures Act 

in 2017 have also introduced a further mechanism to 

support whistleblowers (provided they have the 

means to access a court or tribunal) in that section 4 

(1B) of the PDA now provides as follows: 

If the court or tribunal, including the Labour Court 

is satisfied that an employee or worker has been 

subjected to or will be subjected to an 

occupational detriment on account of a protected 

disclosure, it may make an appropriate order that 

is just and equitable in the circumstances, 

including—  

(a) payment of compensation by the 

employer or client, as the case maybe, to that 

employee or worker; 

b) payment by the employer or client, as the 

case may be, of actual damages suffered by 

the employee or worker; or 

(c) an order directing the employer or client, 

as the case may be, to take steps to remedy 

the occupational detriment. 

These legislative reforms are to be welcomed, but 

should not be seen to replace or lessen the legal 

responsibilities of parties in management or 

leadership positions within both the public and 

private sector. Until such time as these powerful 

parties routinely account for their action guided by 

human rights considerations (as opposed to private, 

political or unlawful interests) we will continue to see 

outcomes prejudicial to those who speak out in good 

faith. Without adequate checks and balances, it is not 

just whistleblowers who lose out at the hands of 

those in power - the rule of law is impacted, and 

ultimately the health and wellbeing of society at large.  

 
By Jay Kruuse 

j.kruuse@ru.ac.za 

Director 

Public Service Accountability Monitor 

 

 

https://www.gov.za/documents/prevention-and-combating-corrupt-activities-act-0
https://www.gov.za/documents/prevention-and-combating-corrupt-activities-act-0
https://www.agsa.co.za/AboutUs/Legislation.aspx
https://www.agsa.co.za/Home.aspx
https://www.agsa.co.za/Home.aspx
mailto:j.kruuse@ru.ac.za
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The Public Service Accountability Monitor forms part of the School of Journalism and Media Studies at Rhodes 

University, Grahamstown, South Africa. The long-term goal of the PSAM is to ensure accountable service 

delivery due to improved interaction between citizens and the state that has a particular focus on strengthening 

governance and public resource management systems.  

PSAM's activities include research, monitoring, advocacy and capacity building. Working through Sub-Saharan 

Africa, PSAM generates and shares knowledge about the right to social accountability and the monitoring tools 

necessary to give effect to this right. 

 

 

For more information about the work that PSAM does, please contact us: 

Physical Address: 16B Prince Alfred Street, Rhodes University, Grahamstown 

Postal Address: PO Box 94, Rhodes University, Grahamstown, 6140 

Email : psam-admin@ru.ac.za  

Tel: 046 603 8358 

Website: www.psam.org.za  

Connect with us on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/publicserviceaccountabilitymonitor  

Find us on Twitter: @PSAM_Africa 
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