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Abstract: 

Irregular expenditure remains a recurring challenge in South African municipalities, including those in 

KwaZulu-Natal, despite a comprehensive legislative and regulatory framework. This study assesses the 

effectiveness of internal controls in preventing irregular expenditure, with a specific focus on the 

oversight role of municipal councillors. A qualitative research approach was applied, using purposive 

sampling to select ten councillors serving on Municipal Public Accounts Committees and finance-related 

oversight structures. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analysed using 

thematic analysis. The interview data were corroborated through a review of Auditor-General and 

provincial oversight reports. The findings indicate that irregular expenditure is largely driven by poor 

oversight, political interference in the work of officials, a lack of capacity and ethics, and inconsistent 

implementation of consequence management. Councillors identified the need for improved oversight 

capacity and professionalisation, strengthened preventative controls within supply management 

processes, and consistent enforcement of accountability. The study concludes that internal controls do 

not operate effectively where oversight is weak and consequence management is not implemented. 

Preventing irregular expenditure requires an integrated governance approach that strengthens 

councillor oversight, embeds preventative controls across procurement processes, and ensures timely 

corrective action. 
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Introduction 

Irregular expenditure remains one of the most persistent and systemic challenges confronting local 

government in South Africa, within municipalities in KwaZulu-Natal. Despite an extensive legislative and 

regulatory framework governing public financial management and supply chain management (SCM), 

audit outcomes continue to reflect widespread non-compliance, weak internal controls, and recurring 

governance failures. The Auditor-General of South Africa has consistently reported that irregular 

expenditure in municipalities is largely attributable to preventable causes, including non-adherence to 

SCM regulations, poor planning, inadequate oversight, political interference, and a lack of consequence 

management. These persistent failures undermine service delivery, erode public trust, and compromise 

the developmental mandate of local government. 

International and local scholarship increasingly recognises that irregular expenditure is not merely a 

technical or procedural problem, but a manifestation of deeper institutional and governance 

weaknesses. Studies across jurisdictions demonstrate that public-sector procurement environments are 

inherently vulnerable to fraud, corruption, and non-compliance due to high levels of discretion, poor 

accountability, and the potential for collusion between politicians and officials (Rendon & Rendon, 2015; 

Smith,2022; Maulidi, 2017). In this context, internal controls are widely regarded as the primary 

preventative mechanism for safeguarding public resources, ensuring compliance, and promoting 

accountability. However, empirical evidence suggests that the mere existence of internal control 

frameworks does not guarantee effectiveness, where control environments are weakened by unethical 

conduct, a failure of accounting officers to build capacity as required by legislation, and inadequate 

oversight (Aziz et al., 2015; Bonsu et al., 2022). 

The literature further indicates that internal controls in municipalities operate reactively rather than 

preventatively, becoming activated only during audits or investigations, rather than functioning as 

embedded safeguards throughout the SCM process (Rendon & Rendon, 2022; Doig & Sproat, 2020). 

Poor planning, bid evaluation, contract management, and monitoring of work performed by contractors 

usually result in irregular expenditure that could have been prevented through the enforcement of 

legislation and controls. This is compounded by poor record keeping, which results in a lack of audit 

trails, ineffective risk management, and collusion (Modrusan et al., 2021; Yao et al., 2017). 

While a substantial body of research has examined internal controls from administrative, audit, and 

managerial perspectives, there is a growing recognition that political oversight structures play a decisive 

role in shaping control effectiveness. In municipalities, councillors occupy a constitutionally significant 

position as custodians of oversight through the council, portfolio committees, and Municipal Public 

Accounts Committees (MPACs). Yet empirical studies increasingly suggest that councils fail to exercise 

their oversight responsibilities due to a lack of capacity, political interference, and an inadequate 
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understanding of their roles and responsibilities (Khaile, 2020; Khaile et al., 2021). Where councillors 

do not exercise their oversight responsibility and demand accountability, internal controls fail to prevent 

and detect irregularities, and irregular expenditure becomes normalised. 

Research conducted within KwaZulu-Natal and other South African provinces highlights political 

interference as a critical factor undermining SCM compliance. Manyathi (2014) found that SCM officials 

frequently experience political pressure to deviate from procurement regulations, while Horn and Raga 

(2021) demonstrate that poor council oversight exacerbates the problem of non-compliance with SCM 

regulations. These findings challenge traditional principal-agent assumptions that locate non-

compliance solely within the administrative sphere, instead pointing to councils themselves as part of 

the causal chain in governance failure. 

Behavioural and ethical dimensions further complicate the internal control landscape. Drawing on the 

Fraud Diamond Theory, studies show that irregular expenditure is driven by a convergence of 

opportunity, pressure, rationalisation, and capability, in environments where unethical behaviour, 

selective enforcement of discipline, and poor consequence management are systemic weaknesses that 

undermine control (Fourie, 2018; Jam et al., 2024). 

Despite the central role of councillors in municipal oversight, there remains a notable gap in the literature 

regarding their perspectives on internal controls and irregular expenditure. Most existing studies 

privilege audit reports, administrative data, and perspectives from officials, with limited qualitative insight 

into how councillors perceive control failures, political pressures, and accountability mechanisms in 

practice. This gap is significant in KZN, where municipalities have repeatedly recorded adverse audit 

outcomes and high levels of irregular expenditure. 

This study seeks to address this gap by examining internal controls for the prevention of irregular 

expenditure in KwaZulu-Natal municipalities from the perspectives of councillors, using qualitative 

interviews to generate rich, context-specific insights. By foregrounding councillors' lived experiences, 

oversight challenges, and governance realities, the study contributes to a deeper understanding of how 

internal controls function – or fail – within the political-administrative interface of local government. In 

doing so, it advances scholarly debates on municipal governance, accountability, and compliance, while 

offering practical insights for strengthening preventative control systems in South African municipalities. 

Literature Review 

Irregular Expenditure and Public-Sector SCM as a Governance Failure 

Irregular expenditure in municipalities is widely recognised in academic literature as a manifestation of 

systemic governance failure, rather than a mere technical breach of procurement regulations. Empirical 

studies across various jurisdictions consistently demonstrate that public sector SCM is vulnerable to 
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fraud, corruption, and non-compliance. This vulnerability stems from its discretionary nature, high 

financial value, and exposure to collusion between service providers, contractors, officials, and 

politicians (Maulidi, 2017; Rendon & Rendon, 2022; Smith, 2022). 

Smith (2022) characterises SCM fraud as covert and highly organised, resembling "mafia style" 

operations that are deliberately concealed through collusion and manipulation of procurement 

processes. Rendon and Rendon (2022) report similar findings in their study of fraud within the United 

States Navy. They found that collusion between officials and service providers resulted in invoices for 

work not done, inflated prices, manipulation of tender processes, and mismanagement of contracts. In 

Indonesia, Maulidi (2017) found that SCM fraud is sustained by conflicts of interest, collusion by bidders, 

and complex tender transactions, all of which undermine transparency and accountability. 

Collectively, these studies suggest that irregular expenditure arises when internal controls fail to 

constrain discretion, ensure transparency, and enforce accountability across SCM processes. Crucially, 

these failures occur at early stages of procurement – planning, bid specification, evaluation, award, and 

contract management – where oversight is weakest (Rendon & Rendon, 2022). 

Internal Controls as Preventative Mechanisms in Municipal SCM 

A significant body of empirical literature identifies internal controls as the most critical institutional 

mechanism for preventing irregular expenditure in the public sector. Studies conducted in both 

developed and developing countries demonstrate that weak control environments, inadequate 

information systems, and ineffective monitoring significantly increase the risk of procurement fraud and 

non-compliance (Rendon & Rendon, 2015; Modrusan et al., 2021). 

In their analysis of the United States Department of Defence, Rendon and Rendon (2015) found that 

the absence of reliable audit trails and weak internal control systems compromised SCM transparency 

and facilitated fraud. Similar patterns were identified in Croatia, where procurement fraud was 

perpetrated through the manipulation of contracts, collusion between service providers, contractors and 

officials, and the circumvention of competitive tender processes (Modrusan et al., 2021). 

At local government level, Doig and Sproat (2020) show that internal control reforms are ineffective 

when they are inadequately resourced and poorly aligned with institutional realities. Their study of 

English municipalities revealed that responses to national anti-fraud initiatives were shaped by financial 

constraints, competing priorities, and uneven capacity, limiting their preventative impact. These findings 

reinforce the argument that internal controls must be preventative, embedded, and actively enforced, 

rather than operating as post-hoc compliance mechanisms triggered only by audit findings. 
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Councillors, Oversight Responsibilities, and Control Effectiveness 

While much of the literature on internal control focuses on administrative systems and officials, emerging 

scholarship highlights the critical role of political oversight in preventing irregular expenditure. In a 

municipal context, councillors – through the council, oversight committees, and Municipal Public 

Accounts Committees (MPACs) – constitute a central component of the internal control ecosystem. 

Khaile (2020) and Khaile et al. (2021) argue that dominant principal-agent explanations of public-sector 

non-compliance are incomplete because they overlook the role of political principals, who may be 

unwilling, rather than unable, to exercise oversight. Where councils fail to enforce accountability, weak 

internal controls persist despite formal regulatory frameworks. 

Empirical studies in South Africa support this critique. Manyathi (2014) found that the SCM officials in 

KwaZulu-Natal experienced significant political pressure to deviate from normal procurement processes, 

undermining the implementation of SCM policies and the enforcement of internal controls. Hon and 

Raga (2012) similarly identify political interference, management that does not defend or adhere to 

municipal policies when conducting municipal business, and the marginalisation of technically 

competent individuals from bid committees as key drivers of SCM non-compliance. 

From a councillor-centred perspective, irregular expenditure therefore reflects not only administrative 

failure but also oversight breakdowns, weak political accountability, and ineffective consequence 

management. This insight provides a strong justification for qualitative inquiry into councillors' lived 

experiences and perceptions of internal controls. 

Ethics, Professionalism, and Behavioural Dimensions of Control Failure 

Beyond formal control systems, academic literature increasingly emphasises ethical culture and 

behavioural factors as crucial determinants of compliance. Drawing on the Fraud Diamond opportunity, 

pressure, rationalisation, and studies demonstrate that procurement fraud flourishes where weak 

controls intersect with unethical norms and organisational tolerance of misconduct (Mat et al.,2013; 

Rustiarini et al., 2019). 

Studies in Malaysia and Indonesia confirm that pressure and rationalisation significantly influence 

procurement fraud, in environments characterised by weak ethical leadership and ineffective sanctions 

(Johari et al., 2023; Khan & Bakar, 2022). Mat et al. (2013) further find that fraud awareness 

programmes, ethics training, and the enforcement of codes of conduct reduce opportunities for, and 

rationalisations of, fraud. 

South African scholarship reinforces these findings. Fourie (2018) identifies ethical erosion, collusion 

between politicians and officials, and a lack of consequence management as systemic contributors to 

municipal SCM non-compliance. Jam et al. (2024) similarly argue that compliance failures in 
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municipalities are rooted in ethical and professional deficits rather than legislative gaps. These studies 

highlight that internal controls cannot function effectively without ethical leadership, professional 

standards, and the implementation of consequence management, a reality frequently observed by 

councillors in oversight roles. 

Capacity, Skills, and Organisational Controls 

Institutional capacity constraints are consistently identified as major contributors to ineffective internal 

controls. Studies across Africa show that skills shortages, high vacancy rates, and poorly qualified 

personnel undermine control implementation and fraud prevention (Lyinonmen & Nkechi, 2015; Ambe, 

2016). 

In South Africa, Sibanda et al. (2020) found that weak internal audit functions, ineffective oversight 

committees, and poor monitoring enabled SCM non-compliance in a metropolitan municipality. Mnguni 

and Subban (2022) further demonstrate that poor audit outcomes are strongly associated with weak 

internal controls, vacant key positions, and a lack of appropriate competencies.  

However, Ledger (2020) cautions against simplistic “training-only” solutions, arguing that informal rules, 

power relations, and organisational incentives override formal skills development efforts. This insight is 

relevant for councillors, who operate at the intersection of political authority and administrative control. 

Digitisation, Monitoring, and Control Automation 

Recent empirical literature highlights digitisation and e-procurement as important enablers of effective 

internal control. Studies in Indonesia and Kenya demonstrate that e-procurement systems improve 

transparency, reduce discretion, and enhance audit trails, thereby lowering the risk of fraud (Maria et.al., 

2023; Panya & Abuya, 2022; Zahra et al., 2022). 

However, these studies also caution that technology is not a cure-all. Panya and Abuya (2022) 

emphasise that digital systems are only effective where institutional capacity, ethical leadership, and 

monitoring mechanisms are in place. For municipalities, this suggests that digitisation must be integrated 

with political oversight and internal accountability structures, including council scrutiny and MPAC 

review. 

Internal Audit, Oversight Structures, and Consequence Management 

Internal Audit Units (IAUs) are widely recognised as a cornerstone of municipal internal control systems. 

Empirical evidence from Nigeria, Ghana, Indonesia, and Kurdistan demonstrates that effective internal 

auditing enhances governance, compliance, and fraud prevention (Asaolu et al., 2016; Putro, 2022; 

Saeed et al., 2020). 
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However, several studies identify persistent constraints that limit IAU effectiveness, including a lack of 

independence, political interference, inadequate resources, and non-adherence to professional 

standards (Emmanuel et al., 2013; Unegbu & Kida, 2011). Adeyemi and Olarewaju (2019) argue that 

independence is essential for internal audits to provide credible assurance on SCM compliance. 

Critically, the literature highlights a lack of consequence management as a key failing. Agyapong (2017) 

and Babatunde (2013) show that internal controls lose their deterrent effect when misconduct is not 

sanctioned. Evidence from South African municipalities similarly indicates that a failure to act on audit 

findings perpetuates irregular expenditure (Yilmaz & Karakaya, 2020). For councillors, this places 

oversight, follow-up, and enforcement at the centre of irregular expenditure prevention. 

Synthesis and Research Gap 

The reviewed literature demonstrates a strong consensus that internal controls are necessary but, on 

their own, insufficient to prevent irregular expenditure in municipalities. Effective prevention requires an 

integrated governance ecosystem comprising robust internal controls, ethical leadership, separation 

between politicians and administration, capable institutions, active oversight, and credible 

implementation of consequence management. 

Notably, there is a limited body of empirical research that foregrounds councillors' perspectives on 

internal controls, despite their constitutional and statutory oversight responsibilities. Existing studies 

largely privilege administrative and audit viewpoints, creating a critical gap in understanding how political 

oversight actors perceive, experience, and influence control effectiveness. 

This study addresses this gap by exploring councillors' perspectives in KwaZulu-Natal municipalities, 

using qualitative interviews to generate context-specific insights into the effectiveness, limitations, and 

reform of internal controls for preventing irregular expenditure. 

Methodology 

Research Design 

The study employed a qualitative research design to examine internal controls for the prevention of 

irregular expenditure in KwaZulu-Natal municipalities, from the perspectives of councillors. A qualitative 

approach is appropriate where research seeks to explore governance processes, oversight dynamics, 

and institutional practices that are socially constructed and context dependent (Jansen et al., 2023). The 

effectiveness of internal controls for the prevention of irregular expenditure is driven by the 

independence between politicians and the administration, the demonstration of exemplary ethical 

leadership by those in charge of governance (such as councillors and politicians), and the culture 
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created by the behaviour of top leadership within municipalities; these elements cannot be adequately 

captured through purely quantitative methods. 

The research provided a coherent framework linking the research problem, data collection, and analysis, 

thereby enhancing methodological consistency and analytical depth (Jansen et al., 2023). By focusing 

on councillors as political leaders, the design enabled the study to capture lived experiences, 

interpretations, and practical challenges associated with internal controls and financial governance in 

municipalities. 

Sampling Strategy 

A purposive sampling strategy was adopted to select participants with direct knowledge and experience 

relevant to the research objectives. Purposive sampling is widely accepted in qualitative research, where 

emphasis is on depth of understanding rather than statistical representativeness. 

Participants were drawn from municipalities across KwaZulu-Natal province and were selected based 

on their roles in oversight structures linked to municipal financial management and supply chain 

governance. These included councillors serving on Municipal Public Accounts Committees (MPACs) 

and finance portfolio committees, who are institutionally mandated to exercise their oversight 

responsibilities regarding municipal expenditure and compliance with supply chain management 

regulations, and who are expected to enforce accountability and the implementation of consequence 

management for those persons allowing or incurring irregular expenditure, and for committing financial 

misconduct. 

The final sample consisted of ten (10) councillors. This sample size was considered appropriate, given 

the specialised nature of the participant group and the intensive, in-depth nature of the interviews. Data 

saturation was achieved as recurring themes and patterns emerged across interviews, indicating 

sufficient coverage of the research phenomenon. 

Instrument of Data Collection 

Data was collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews, guided by an interview schedule 

aligned with the study's objectives and reviewed literature. Semi-structured interviews were selected to 

allow for comparability across participants, while providing flexibility to probe emerging issues and 

explore the experiences of councillors in greater detail. 

Before data collection, formal permission and ethical clearance were obtained from the KwaZulu-Natal 

Department of Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs (COGTA) and the University of KwaZulu-

Natal Research Ethics Committee. Participants were informed of the purpose of the study, the voluntary 

nature of participation, confidentiality safeguards, and the use of audio recording. Written informed 

consent was obtained from all participants before interviews commenced. 
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Interviews were conducted face-to-face at venues chosen by participants to ensure comfort and 

openness. The interview process took place between mid-December 2022 and mid-April 2023. Each 

interview lasted between 45 minutes and one hour and was conducted on a one-on-one basis to 

facilitate candid discussion of sensitive governance and oversight issues. 

Data Analysis  

All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. To enhance credibility and accuracy, 

transcripts were returned to participants for verification, allowing them to confirm that the recorded data 

accurately reflected their views. These processes contributed to respondent validation and strengthened 

the trustworthiness of the findings.  

Interview data were complemented by secondary documentary sources, including Auditor-General of 

South Africa municipal audit reports and Section 131 oversight reports from the KZNCOGTA for the 

period 2014-2024, as well as relevant academic literature and credible media sources. These 

documents were used to triangulate interview findings and situate councillors’ perspectives within the 

broader audit and governance context. 

A thematic analysis approach was employed to analyse the data. Transcripts were systematically 

reviewed and coded to identify recurring patterns, themes, and relationships relating to internal controls, 

political oversight, ethical conduct, capacity constraints, and consequence management. This analytical 

process enabled the study to generate interpretive insights into how internal controls operate within the 

political and administrative environment of KwaZulu-Natal municipalities. 

Results 

Internal Controls for the Prevention of Irregular Expenditure  

This section presents qualitative findings from a study soliciting recommendations from councillors on 

strategies to address irregular expenditure in municipalities across KwaZulu-Natal. The project map in 

Figure 1 shows themes that emerged when councillors suggested appropriate controls for preventing 

irregular expenditure in KZN municipalities. Seventeen themes emerged, including: capacity building 

and empowerment, centralised and autonomous procurement units, coordination of state institutions, 

implementation of consequence management, an ethical and professionalised public service, 

meaningful involvement of residents and ratepayers in municipal operations, patriotism among key role 

players in municipalities, planning and oversight capacity, strong internal control procedures and 

processes, political education and public engagement, a proper reporting framework and oversight by 

councillors, psychological counselling for officials and councillors with traumatic past experiences, public 

oversight, reducing monopoly and spreading economic participation, rehabilitation of KZN communities 
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and political reconciliation, restructuring and cleaning of law enforcement agencies, and strengthening 

legislation, transparency, integrity, and fairness in cadre deployment processes. 

 

Figure 1: Thematic Maps on Internal Controls in Preventing Irregular Expenditure Source: NVivo 20 

Based on the themes displayed in Figure 1, capacity building and empowerment, ethical and 

professionalised public service, and transparency, integrity and fairness in cadre deployment processes 

emerged as the most cited. Table 1 shows that each of these three themes was cited by four participants, 

emphasising the need for stakeholders to prioritise these internal control strategies. 

Theme Frequency 

Weighted 

Percentage % 

Capacity Building and Empowerment. 4 10,0 

Centralised and Autonomous Procurement Unit. 3 7,5 

Coordination of State Institutions. 2 5,0 
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Implementation of Consequence Management. 2 7,5 

Ethical and Professionalised Public Service. 4 10,0 

Meaningfully involve residents and ratepayers in the running of the 

municipalities. 2 5,0 

Patriotism among the key role players in municipalities. 2 5,0 

Planning and Oversight Capacity, Strong Internal Control Procedures 

and Processes. 3 5,0 

Political Education and Public Engagement. 2 7,5 

Proper Reporting Framework and Oversight by Councillors. 2 5,0 

Psychological counselling for officials and councillors with trauma past 

experiences. 1 2,5 

Public Oversight. 3 7,5 

Reduce monopoly and spread economic participation. 1 2,5 

Rehabilitation of KZN communities and political reconciliations. 1 2,5 

Restructure and cleanse the law enforcement agencies. 1 2,5 

Strengthening legislation. 3 7,5 

Transparency, integrity, and fairness in the cadre deployment 

processes. 4 10,0 

Table 1: Citation on Internal Controls in Preventing Irregular Expenditure. Source: NVivo 2020 

Table 1 displays the themes and the frequency with which they were cited. Capacity building and 

empowerment, ethical and professionalised public service, and transparency, integrity, and fairness in 

cadre deployment processes were the most frequently cited themes. Furthermore, a centralised and 

autonomous procurement unit, planning and oversight capacity, strong internal control procedures and 

processes, and strengthened legislation were the second most cited internal controls that could be 

adopted to deal with irregular expenditure in KZN municipalities. The least cited themes, as shown in 

Table 1, were reduction of monopoly and spread of economic participation, rehabilitation of KZN 

communities, and political reconciliation, and restructuring and cleansing of the law enforcement 

agencies. Each of these themes was cited by only one interview participant, as shown in Table 1. 

The themes highlighted above are consistent with previous research. The councillors' call for legislative 

support aligns with previous research on preventing irregular expenditure (Pillay & Mantzaris, 2015; 
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Mantzaris & Pillay, 2017). Studies have identified gaps in legislation and regulations that hinder effective 

oversight and consequence management. The councillors' suggestion to strengthen the legislative 

framework, introduce stricter regulations, and enforce criminal sanctions reflects the need for 

comprehensive reforms to deter financial misconduct and promote accountability. 

As shown in Table 1, a proper reporting framework and oversight by councillors also emerged as themes 

during interviews. The councillors stressed the need for comprehensive information on irregularities, 

steps taken to address them, contract timelines, and tender awards. This viewpoint arises from their 

recognition of the importance of transparent reporting in enabling meaningful oversight; these responses 

stem from their understanding of the critical role that timely and accurate information plays in the 

effective oversight of procurement activities in the municipalities. The councillors' first-hand experience 

and observation of irregular expenditures within municipalities have shown them how poor reporting 

frameworks and inadequate oversight have led to financial irregularities. These experiences inform their 

understanding of the problem and the need for effective solutions, aligning well with previous findings. 

Previous studies have highlighted the importance of timely and accurate financial information to enable 

informed decision-making and early detection of irregularities (Sibanda, Zindi & Maramura, 2020). The 

councillors' call for proper reporting frameworks also aligns with previous research findings (Munzhedzi 

& Makwembere 2019; Moji, Nhede & Masiya 2022), which highlight that transparent and comprehensive 

reporting is crucial for effective financial management and oversight. 

As displayed in the thematic map (Figure 1) above and in Table 1, councillors emphasised the 

importance of implementing consequence management as a deterrent internal control measure for 

irregular expenditure. They called for stricter consequences, including criminal sanctions and the closure 

of employment opportunities for those involved in financial misconduct. The councillors' perspectives 

align with previous studies, which highlight the significance of accountability and deterrent measures in 

curbing irregular expenditure. These studies showed that strong consequences, including criminal 

sanctions and financial penalties, can serve as effective deterrents against fraudulent activities in the 

public sector (Sibanda, Zindi & Maramura 2020; Marakalala, 2023). The councillors' emphasis on closing 

the gap and tracking consequences from the local level to national institutions reflects the need for a 

comprehensive and coordinated approach to consequence management. 

Thematic maps also highlight the need for capacity building among municipal officials and councillors to 

address irregular expenditures in municipal authorities. Councillor 3 advocated for increased skills 

training for both political leadership and administrative staff. The councillor recognised the importance 

of effectively enhancing capacity to prevent irregular expenditure, stating, "I do believe that there needs 

to be more skills, more training, both for the political leadership and that of administration." The 

councillors' perspectives likely stem from their understanding that genuine capacity building is essential 

for enhancing governance effectiveness and preventing irregular expenditure. Their calls for capacity 
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building reflect a belief that equipping staff with the necessary expertise will enhance financial 

management practices and minimise the risk of irregular expenditure. The councillors' emphasis on 

capacity building and training programmes echoes previous studies. Selepe (2022) and Mnguni & 

Subban (2022) identified a lack of skills and knowledge among municipal staff as contributing to irregular 

expenditure. Insufficient training and limited expertise in financial management processes can lead to 

errors, non-compliance, and misconduct. The councillors' recognition of the importance of capacity-

building initiatives underscores the need to invest in staff development to enhance financial 

management practices. Furthermore, Zungu (2019) found that a lack of oversight skills among 

councillors contributes to irregular expenditure. 

As shown in Table 1, the interview findings demonstrate a strong convergence between councillors' lived 

governance experiences and established scholarship on internal controls and oversight. Councillors 

consistently linked irregular expenditure to poor planning, inadequate oversight capacity, ethical lapses, 

collusion, and manipulation of supply chain management processes, underscoring accountability and 

integrity as foundational control principles. This aligns with prior studies that affirm that robust internal 

control systems are essential for safeguarding assets, ensuring reliable financial information, and 

promoting efficient and effective operations (Tahfik, 2019; Turedi & Celar, 2018; Abiodun, 2020; Keaunui, 

2023; Hamed, 2023). In this regard, strengthening internal controls in municipalities requires 

institutionalised, evidence-based planning that integrates Integrated Development Plans (IDPs), Service 

Delivery and Budget Implementation Plans (SDBIPs), annual procurement plans, and performance 

management. This should occur alongside the professionalisation of oversight structures through 

continuous skills development, clear role delineation, and enforceable accountability mechanisms (Van 

der Waldt, 2015; Kraai et al., 2017; Moji et al., 2022; Sebakamotse & Khahliso, 2020; Janda & Masongo, 

2024). Furthermore, embedding robust monitoring and evaluation systems across the financial 

management process enhances early detection of non-compliance and reinforces ethical leadership 

and consequence management as prerequisites for sustainable clean governance outcomes (Jili & 

Enaifoghe, 2023; Moji et al., 2022). 

The coordination of state institutions was identified as a crucial aspect of internal control measures in 

combating irregular expenditure. Councillors discussed the need for collaboration between the Auditor 

General's office, CoGTA, the Treasury, the Constitutional Court, bargaining councils, and unions. They 

emphasised the importance of tracking and prosecuting cases, from the municipal to the national level, 

involving external organisations and institutions. This call for coordination among state institutions such 

as CoGTA, the Auditor General's office, and the Treasury, echoes the findings of previous studies that 

highlight the importance of interagency collaboration in promoting good governance and preventing 

irregular expenditure. Research has shown that effective coordination and information sharing among 

government entities can enhance transparency, streamline processes, and improve accountability (Moji, 
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Nhede & Masiya, 2022). The councillors' recognition of the role of different stakeholders, including 

unions and organised labour, aligns with previous research emphasising the value of engaging various 

actors in the oversight and prevention of irregular expenditure (Enwereji, 2022). 

As shown in Table 1 and Figure 1, political education and public engagement were highlighted as key 

factors in promoting responsible governance and preventing irregular expenditure. Councillors 

emphasised educating voters and the community about politics and government functions. They 

stressed the role of citizens in holding the government accountable through informed voting and active 

participation. This perspective recognises that political education and engagement should extend 

beyond formal institutions and involve multiple actors in shaping responsible governance. The call for 

religious leaders to contribute to government accountability suggests a belief in the influence of moral 

guidance in promoting ethical behaviour. The councillors' emphasis on political education, public 

engagement, and the media's role in holding the government accountable resonates with previous 

studies highlighting the importance of an informed and engaged citizenry. Tian (2023) and Mbabazi & 

Mukwaya (2021) showed that political education and awareness can empower citizens to actively 

participate in democratic processes, demand transparency, and challenge corruption. 

As shown in the thematic map in Figure 1, councillors emphasised the need for an ethical and 

professionalised public service. They highlighted the importance of ethical conduct among officials and 

the need for professionalism, competence, and training. Councillor 10 underscored the significance of 

professionalisation, stating, "Professionalise public service, have people who are competent, skilled... 

that will address all these problems... everyone must be guided by the rules. Councillors recognised that 

an ethical and professional public service would reduce irregular expenditure by minimising vulnerability 

to corruption and ensuring adherence to processes and regulations. The councillors' focus on an ethical 

and professionalised public service corresponds to previous studies that emphasised the importance of 

integrity, professionalism, and competence among public officials. Wright, Hassan & Park (2016) and 

van Bochove & Oldenhof (2020) demonstrated that a strong ethical culture and professional standards 

contribute to effective internal controls and prevent irregular expenditure. 

Another theme that emerged during interviews was the need for transparency, integrity, and fairness in 

cadre deployment processes. Participants revealed that political deployments of a presidential 

candidate, cabinet minister, provincial premier, member of the executive council, mayors, councillors, 

and senior management are a frequent practice in South Africa. Councillors who were part of the 

interviews argued that cadre deployment has not worked in KZN municipalities because the councillors, 

mayors, municipal managers, senior managers, and officials who were politically deployed were 

incompetent and underqualified for their responsibilities. Councillor 7 also highlighted the need for 

transparency, integrity and fairness in the cadre deployment processes, stating, "There must be 

transparency within the political structures of how cadres are deployed, and the deploying structures 
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must ensure that integrity and competence are cornerstones for political deployment. Why deploy 

individuals who lack ethics and who are incompetent? An environment must also be created for fairness 

in the deployment processes." This study corroborates with Zulu, Yalezo & Mutambara (2022), who 

argued that the practice of cadre deployment has resulted in KZN municipalities that are failing to provide 

basic service delivery to the communities. Mlambo, Zubane & Thusi (2022) agreed with Zulu, Yalezo & 

Mutambara (2022) that cadre deployment has led to dysfunctional municipalities, incompetent 

councillors and managers, and poor service delivery, mismanagement, fraud and corruption in 

municipalities. Zulu, Yalezo & Mutambara (2022) and Mlambo, Zubane & Thusi (2022) agreed that 

incompetent and poorly skilled cadres deployed in municipalities, and cadres that are serving the 

interests of their political masters, are failing to drive the socio-economic transformation and 

development needed by communities. Instead, cadre deployment has resulted in political factions, 

political interference, fights within the same political party over access to tenders and other resources 

of the municipalities, and poor service delivery in KZN municipalities (Zulu, Yalezo & Mutambara, 2022). 

Zulu, Yalezo & Mutambara (2022) further found that cadre deployment has led to killings and political 

assassinations in KZN municipalities. 

Kaizer (2022) contends that the political deployment of competent and skilled comrades is not inherently 

problematic. Indeed, Kaizer (2022) supports the deployment of cadres who excel in their respective 

professional fields, possess a thorough understanding of their assigned roles, and have a demonstrably 

ethical history. The core issue, however, is that current cadre deployment practices have resulted in a 

state incapable of delivering services to the people (Kaizer, 2022). Due to cadre deployment practices 

that favour incompetent or poorly skilled individuals, or those who commit or enable fraud, corruption, 

and mismanagement, the state is unable to leverage public procurement to drive development and 

transformation. Madonsela (2019) concurs with Kaizer (2022), arguing that deployed cadres use public 

procurement to benefit themselves, the interests of those who deployed them, and their close friends 

and families. As a result, public procurement benefits a select few rather than the wider population. 

Instead of utilising public procurement to support small and medium-sized businesses owned by the 

majority, politically appointed individuals award tenders to companies linked to those who deployed them 

to state institutions, as well as their friends and families (Madonsela, 2019). 

Themes presented in Table 1 and Figure 1 also reveal that councillors believed municipalities need to 

meaningfully involve residents and ratepayers in their operations. Councillors argued that residents and 

ratepayers must be encouraged to take an active interest in municipal affairs and contribute to finding 

solutions. Residents and ratepayers should be encouraged to participate in municipal matters, attend 

council meetings, and sit on strategic committees where public participation is legally permissible. By 

attending council meetings, residents and ratepayers can provide input on policies and by-laws and hold 

municipalities accountable. The findings of this study corroborate the results of Bowen, Edwards & 
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Cattell (2012) and Tian (2023), who found a lack of effective and meaningful stakeholder and public 

participation in municipal affairs. Effective public engagement and involvement by residents and 

ratepayers would reduce community resistance and violent service delivery strikes. Mbabazi & Mukwaya 

(2021) found that citizen participation in municipal affairs enhances accountability. 

Officials and councillors operate under fear and intimidation due to supply chain management corruption 

and irregularities within municipalities. This fear and intimidation are taking a toll on their safety, well-

being, and mental health. Therefore, it is recommended that provincial departments responsible for 

municipalities, as well as relevant local government associations and professional bodies, prioritise the 

provision of psychological counselling to officials and councillors. The study found that councillors are 

remotely controlled and micromanaged by political deployment committees. As a result, councillors are 

compelled to adhere to the deployment committee's mandate, regardless of its alignment with ethics, 

party policies, municipal policies, or the interests of the wider community. This study corroborates 

previous research. Marma (2017), Yusuf & Mutereko (2019), Onwuegbuchulam (2022), and Vhumbunu 

& Rudigi (2022) found that the political atmosphere in KZN result in pressure and emotional challenges 

for officials and councillors, negatively impacting their physical and mental well-being. Officials and 

councillors require psychological support and dedicated person-to-person assistance to provide 

emotional support skills, a listening ear for their experiences in municipalities, and professional guidance 

in addressing the psychological effects of the problems they face (Marma, 2017). MacInnes (2022) 

agrees with Marma (2017) that psychological interventions are needed to address killings, fear, and 

threats in KZN. 

Participants also highlighted the need for the rehabilitation of KZN communities and political 

reconciliation as a means of eliminating the culture of fear and killings. This would enable KZN residents 

to report cases of corruption and abuse of power without fear. Similar arguments have been raised in 

previous research. For example, Yusuf & Mutereko (2019) found that past violence in KZN between the 

ANC and IFP for single-party dominance led to political killings and assassinations. Currently, killings 

and assassinations occur among party members due to factions, competition over tenders, and the 

desire to be on the winning and powerful slate within the political party. Killings in KZN happen because 

individuals seek political power to gain access to government tenders (Onwuegbuchulam, 2022). In this 

case, reporting corruption and abuse of power in municipalities has become challenging, as citizens fear 

these killings. 

The participants also suggested encouraging patriotism among key role players in municipalities, which 

could reduce and prevent irregular expenditure. There are numerous role players in municipal financial 

management, some identified by the Auditor General (2024) in the accountability ecosystem, including 

senior managers, municipal managers, councillors and coordinating departments. Mamadzhanov 
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(2021), Ilkhom, Rakhmiddin, Ugli & Ugli (2021) found that fostering a spirit of patriotism contributes to 

national development. 

The interviews revealed several challenges facing KZN municipalities. Despite these obstacles, a 

common theme emerged: councillors demonstrated a willingness to collaborate with stakeholders to find 

solutions. This suggests a commitment to transparency, accountability, and community engagement, 

which could facilitate constructive dialogue and collective problem-solving. By acknowledging the 

challenges and cooperating during interviews, councillors have taken the first step towards addressing 

the complex issues affecting KZN municipalities. 

Conclusion 

This study confirms that irregular expenditure in KwaZulu-Natal municipalities persists due to 

weaknesses in governance, oversight, and the implementation of controls, rather than a lack of 

legislation. Councillors' perspectives indicate that internal controls are not applied as preventative 

measures throughout the financial management process. Instead, they operate reactively, after 

violations of SCM processes has already occurred. Weak political oversight, political interference with 

administrative processes, poor capacity, a lack of ethics, and a failure to implement consequence 

management undermine the control environment and contribute to recurring irregular expenditure. 

These findings reinforce the Auditor-General's consistent position that most instances of irregular 

expenditure are preventable with appropriate controls, oversight, and accountability. 

Practical Implications 

From a practical perspective, the study highlights the need for municipalities to strengthen council 

oversight of financial and supply chain management processes. Councils and MPACs should ensure 

that irregular expenditure is identified promptly, investigated, and addressed through appropriate 

disciplinary, civil, or criminal processes, with progress monitored until matters are finalised. 

Municipalities should embed preventative internal controls throughout planning, procurement, contract 

management, and reporting processes, supported by proper record-keeping and reliable audit trails. 

Capacity-building initiatives for councillors and officials should focus on oversight responsibilities, 

compliance requirements, and ethical conduct. In addition, procurement processes should be protected 

from undue influence through transparent, competence-based appointments and clearly defined roles 

and responsibilities. 

Theoretical Implications and Further Research 

From a theoretical perspective, the study contributes to public financial management and governance 

literature by reinforcing the view that irregular expenditure is a systemic governance issue rather than 

an isolated compliance failure. The findings extend internal control theory by demonstrating that controls 
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are ineffective when oversight structures do not enforce accountability and consequence management. 

By highlighting councillors as key actors within the control environment, the study challenges 

approaches that locate responsibility solely within the administration. Future research could examine 

the relationship between councillor oversight capacity and audit outcomes across all municipalities, as 

well as comparative studies on governance practices in municipalities with sustained clean or improved 

audit outcomes. 
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