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South Africa 

ANC election still too close to call 

 The rand’s behaviour recently might suggest that markets are becoming optimistic 

that Deputy President Cyril Ramaphosa (CR) will triumph over Nkosazana Dlamini-

Zuma (NDZ) to become the next ANC president in the approaching electoral 

conference. Our modelling of the available information on branch support and 

delegate numbers suggests that such optimism may be misguided. The race 

remains too close to call, leaving markets on tenterhooks with some risk of a sell-off 

given the optimism about the chances of a CR victory. 

 One big uncertainty for any attempt to estimate the likely delegate support on the 

conference floor from branch nominations is a lack of clarity on what stance the 

branches who nominated neither CR nor NDZ will take once they get to the polling 

booth. Another significant challenge is the lack of information on what happens to 

the delegates/votes of branches who were not able to successfully hold a branch 

general meeting (BGM) or whose BGMs are being legally disputed. The ANC has not 

disclosed how many BGMs are being disputed country-wide.  

 The fact that larger branches get to send more delegates according to a formula 

also makes it hard to translate branch nominations into delegate support. For 

supporters of Deputy President Ramaphosa, the very high delegate-to-branch ratio 

in the three Premier League provinces (Free State, Mpumalanga, and North West) is 

cause for concern, since branches in these provinces have a strong stated 

preference for Dlamini-Zuma. However, Mpumalanga Premier David Mabuza has 

not formally backed NDZ yet and could still swing his support behind Ramaphosa, 

but we think this is unlikely given that he is on the NDZ “slate” as Deputy President. 

 Despite the focus on the race for the ANC presidency it is important to remember 

that this conference will also elect the rest of the ANC’s Top Six officials and the 80 

elected members of the National Executive Committee. The factional battle within 

the ANC also is reflected in uncertainty regarding delegate support for candidates 

for these other positions. Nonetheless, although leadership decisions in the ANC are 

supposed to be taken as a collective, we still think the ideological slant of the 

winning presidential candidate matters, not least because he or she will ultimately 

become the state president with the power to appoint ministers. 

 Disputes at the level of branches and provinces over the leadership choices might offer 

either side an avenue to litigate the outcome of the national electoral conference. South 

African courts are duty bound to set the results aside if impropriety can be proved. This 

raises a whole slew of legal uncertainties that go well beyond the most immediate 

uncertainty of who will become the next ANC president. 
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Likely outcome of leadership vote is entirely unclear 

On 16 December the African National Congress (ANC) commences its 54th National 

Conference, a seminal event that occurs every five years. The National Conference is the 

supreme decision-making body of the ANC, and is due to elect new party leadership and 

decide a number of important policy issues before it concludes on 20 December. 

Uncertainty about the elective outcome is exceptionally elevated, and has actually 

intensified in many ways as the conference has approached. The outcome is still too close 

to call with much confidence, in our view. There has been considerable media coverage of 

the various processes, including provincial and branch nominations, leading up to the 

National Conference, but comprehensive and quality information and analysis are in short 

supply. This report examines how branch support for different candidates in different 

provinces might translate into delegate support for one presidential candidate versus 

another on the conference floor. Markets have been becoming increasingly optimistic about 

the prospects of a victory for Cyril Ramaphosa, but close analysis of the available numbers 

suggests that such optimism may be misguided.  

Firstly, to clarify, it is important to distinguish between branch nominations as aggregated 

by provinces and provincial nominations. The basic political unit of the ANC is the branch, 

and the ANC constitution specifies that at least 90% of delegates to the conference must be 

from branches. There are 5240 delegates in total to this National Conference, with 

Secretary-General Gwede Mantashe  having announced in early October the provincial 

distribution of the 4731 branch delegates. The size of the provincial delegation is roughly in 

proportion to ANC membership in the province. (Each branch with more than 100 paid up 

members is entitled to send a delegate to the conference, and for each additional 250 

members in good standing the branch can send one further delegate. Thus larger branches 

can send more than one delegate. This is a key point to which we will return later when we 

discuss the difficulties of translating branch nominations into delegate support.) Figure 1 

shows the provincial distribution of the 4731 branch delegates, versus the number of 

audited branches with more than 100 members in good standing.  

FIGURE 1 

Ramaphosa is ahead in terms branch nominations, but there are many “others” that can tip the balance 

  
Provincial 

nomination 

Branches > 100 

members 

NDZ branch 

nominations 

CR branch 

nominations Other 

Delegate 

allocations 

Delegates per 

branch 

KwaZulu-Natal Dlamini-Zuma 806 454 191 161 870 1.1 

Mpumalanga Dlamini-Zuma 470 123 117 230* 736 1.6 

Eastern Cape Ramaphosa 591 61 423 107 648 1.1 

Limpopo Ramaphosa 535 104 391 40 643 1.2 

North West Dlamini-Zuma 352 291 45 16 538 1.5 

Gauteng Ramaphosa 467 64 374 29 508 1.1 

Free State Dlamini-Zuma 291 209 44 38 409 1.4 

Northern Cape Ramaphosa 181 11 154 16 197 1.1 

Western Cape Ramaphosa 190 13 121 56 182 1.0 

Total 
 

3883 1330 1860 693 4731 1.2 

* including 223 so-called “unity” nominations. 

Source: ANC, Mail & Guardian, Business Day, eNCA, Absa Research 
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The ANC constitution specifies that the remainder of the conference delegates are the 86 

members of the National Executive Committee (NEC), the three ANC leagues (women’s, 

youth, and veterans) with 60 delegates each, and the provincial ANC leaderships with 27 

delegates each. The provinces have a legal role in overseeing branch general meetings and 

consolidating the nominations of the branches via the Provincial General Council (PGC) 

meetings, but they do not deliver a bulk vote in favour of one candidate or another to the 

conference floor. It is provinces, however, who nominate candidates to go on the election 

ballot (be it for president, or any of the ANC’s other top six officials) based on the prevailing 

preferences of branches in their jurisdictions. As far as provincial nominations are 

concerned Deputy President Cyril Ramaphosa (CR) has secured the support of five 

(Northern Cape, Western Cape, Eastern Cape, Gauteng, Limpopo) while Nkosazana Dlamini-

Zuma (NDZ), is backed by four (KwaZulu-Natal, Free State, North West, and Mpumalanga). 

(However, additional candidates for the ballots of any of the top positions in the ANC can be 

nominated from the floor with 25% support of the 5240 delegates through a “show of 

hands”.) Overall the direct role of the provinces is relatively small. Yet despite the small size 

of the role, leadership disputes, litigated through the courts, in Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-

Natal, Free State, North West and potentially Limpopo raise questions about the acceptance 

and legal validity of the of the national ANC election outcomes.  

Provinces nominate candidates for the ballots, but it is the 5240 delegates who vote. What 

do branch nominations indicate about the likely split of support for different candidates? 

There has been no official pronouncement of the complete and exact split of branch 

nominations nation-wide for all candidates, but there have been pronouncements from 

individual provincial executive committees (PECs) of the number of branches who support 

CR versus NDZ. As Figure 1 shows, branch nominations appear to show CR comfortably in 

the lead for this contest with 1860 direct nominations versus 1330 for NDZ. However, a 

significant number of branches did not nominate either candidate. For example, it was 

widely reported (for example in Business Day and News24 on 1 December) that 223 ballots 

that were marked “Unity” in Mpumalanga, the ANC’s second biggest province by 

membership and delegate count, compared with 123 for NDZ and 117 for CR. Although the 

“Unity” ballots were counted officially as abstentions, the Mpumalanga Premier, David 

Mabuza, is NDZ’s preferred choice for Deputy President, and branches who wrote “Unity” 

did so at the urging of Mabuza, so it is reasonable to think these branch delegates will tend 

to support NDZ over CR on the conference floor. If this is true, CR’s lead in branch 

nominations over NDZ narrows from 1860 to 1553.  

The “Unity” nominations in Mpumalanga were widely reported, but what is not fully 

appreciated, however, is the large number of branches in other provinces that also did not 

nominate either of the leading two candidates. Business Day reported on 5 December that 

in KwaZulu-Natal there were 56 abstentions, while the Mail and Guardian reported on 17 

November that 171 branches in the Eastern Cape supported either Zweli Mkhize (ZM) or 

Lindiwe Sisulu (LS), although this number cannot be right, given that the province has only 

591 branches, of which 423 nominated CR and 61 NDZ. All in all, according to our figures, 

693 of the 3883 ANC branches in South Africa (ie about 18%) including the 223 Unity 

nominations in Mpumalanga either abstained or nominated one of the other contenders for 

the presidency. It is unclear how the delegates from these branches who have opted for 

neither CR nor NDZ are likely to vote on the conference floor. As mentioned above, we think 

the delegates from the Unity branches in Mpumalanga would be inclined to support NDZ. 

However, we think the branches in the Eastern Cape which have supported ZM or LS would 

be more inclined to throw their weight behind CR. The existence of these branches is the 

principal reason why it is hard to extrapolate directly from the CR versus NDZ branch count 

to the delegate floor. 

Provinces have a small role 

directly, but leadership 

disputes in provinces can still 

undermine the credibility and 

legal validity of the national 

leadership election 
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However, there are four other reasons why extrapolation is difficult. First, branches differ in 

size and therefore in the number of delegates that they can send to the conference floor. 

There is no information about the distribution of branch sizes within provinces but it is 

entirely possible that NDZ-supporting branches might tend to be larger. Notably, looking 

from province to province, comparing the ratio of the number of branch delegates to the 

number of branches, it is striking that the average branch size appears materially larger in 

the so-called Premier League provinces (Mpumalanga, North West, and Free State) which 

are strongly NDZ-supporting. Figure 1 shows that the delegate to branch ratio, which 

averages 1.2 for the country as a whole, is 1.6 for Mpumalanga, 1.5 for North West and 1.4 

for Free State. It is plausible that this phenomenon could feature among branches within 

particular provinces as well, if pro-NDZ supporters have been particularly adept at recruiting 

new members to existing branches. 

Second, it is not clear how many branches have been unable to hold successful branch 

general meetings (BGMs) and therefore are unable to send delegates to the conference. The 

Secretary General has said more than 90% of branches have held BGMs but no recent 

update has been forthcoming. It is unclear what will happen to the delegates nominally 

allocated to the branches that have been unable to successfully hold BGMs. Third, it is not 

clear what will happen in respect of BGMs that are being disputed and may be re-run. For 

example, the 29 branches in the Free State that have been ordered by the courts to re-run 

their BGMs, due to happen before Saturday this week, might end up producing a mandate 

and delegates different from the initial branch nominations, shown in Figure 1. Fourth, and 

perhaps most significantly, delegates to the electoral conference are not required to vote in 

line with their branch mandate. Voting conducted is by secret ballot, and branches have no 

way to ensure that the delegates they send have carried out their mandate. The Secretary 

General spoke earlier this year of plans to limit the use of cell-phones within the conference 

centre to prevent delegates from taking pictures in the ballot box to prove to others how 

they had voted in exchange for a payment.  

Additionally, it is important to remember that branch delegates constitute only 90% of the 

delegates and to not forget the role of the other 10%. Given all this uncertainty, we can 

model various possible scenarios in the vote outcome in a direct head-to-head for the ANC 

presidency. As regards the non-branch delegates, we assume that the Women’s League and 

Youth League swing solidly behind NDZ, and the Veterans League splits 50:50, which is 

what we also assume for the NEC. We assume the PECs back their respective provincial 

nominees. But we have to stress that these are all assumptions. We also assume that all 223 

“Unity” branches in Mpumalanga swing behind NDZ (and hence in the table below are 

counted as part of the NDZ nominations). With these assumptions, we model four scenarios 

on how branch support could translate into delegate support (without making any 

provision for the possibility that delegates might not vote in line with their branch mandate) 

and their outcomes:  

 Scenario 1: Other branches (ie those that did not nominate either CR or NDZ) split in line 

with stated CR vs NDZ branch votes – CR narrowly wins 2661:2579. 

 Scenario 2: Other branches split 50:50 – virtual dead heat, with 2627 for CR and 2613 

for NDZ, with CR actually winning in branch nominations and the outcome hinging 

critically on the exact non-branch delegates’ votes.  

 Scenario 3: Other branches throw their support entirely behind CR (a very favourable 

assumption for him in KZN) but big delegate to branch ratio country-wide is due entirely 

to NDZ-supporting branches (a very favourable assumption for her, allowing her 

branches to send all the 848 extra branch delegates, calculated as the difference 

between the 4731 branch delegates and the 3883 branches) – NDZ wins 2692 to 2548.  

Branches differ in size and 

therefore in the number of 

delegates they can send to the 

conference 

It is unclear what will happen 

to the delegates allocation to 

branches that were unable to 

hold a successful branch 

meeting, or whether the 

delegates that were selected 

by BGMs whose outcome is 

being challenged legally will be 

allowed to participate in the 

electoral conference 

Unity nominations in 
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 Scenario 4: Other branches split in line with stated CR versus NDZ branch votes country-

wide but in three Premier League provinces NDZ branches account for all the extra 

delegates while in Eastern Cape and Gauteng the CR branches account for all the extra 

delegates – NDZ wins 2678 to 2562.  

FIGURE 2 

Various scenarios could see either Ramaphosa or Dlamini-Zuma winning 

  Scenario 1 Scenario 2 Scenario 3 Scenario 4 

  NDZ CR NDZ CR NDZ CR NDZ CR 

KwaZulu-Natal 612 258 577 293 518 352 612 258 

Mpumalanga* 550 186 547 189 612 124 617 119 

Eastern Cape 82 566 126 522 118 530 74 574 

Limpopo 135 508 149 494 212 431 135 508 

North West 466 72 457 81 477 61 491 47 

Gauteng 74 434 85 423 105 403 68 440 

Free State 338 71 320 89 327 82 358 51 

Northern Cape 13 184 21 176 27 170 13 184 

Western Cape 18 164 39 143 5 177 18 164 

Branch total 2288 2443 2322 2409 2401 2330 2387 2344 

ANCYL 55 5 55 5 55 5 55 5 

ANCWL 55 5 55 5 55 5 55 5 

ANCVL 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 

NEC 43 43 43 43 43 43 43 43 

PECs 108 135 108 135 108 135 108 135 

TOTAL 2579 2661 2613 2627 2692 2548 2678 2562 

* including 223 so-called “Unity” branch nominations as NDZ support 

Source: ANC, Mail & Guardian, Business Day, eNCA, Absa Research  

The scenarios we have modelled here tend to show NDZ with slight advantage, but it is 

important to stress that these outcomes are highly sensitive to the assumptions, which are 

all plausible, to be sure, but none of them are assured and indeed other assumptions that 

could tip the balance in the other direction can also be defended. We reiterate that there are 

multiple uncertainties, such as what happens to delegates from branches that were either 

unable to hold a successful BGM, or whose BGM (and thus delegate selection) is currently 

being disputed in the courts. Thus, the overriding message is that the delegate vote is 

simply too close, with too many uncertain variables, to call at this stage. 

Conference to also decide on other top leadership positions and key policies 

Despite the focus given to the outcome of the ANC presidential election it is important to 

remember that the National Conference will also elect the rest of the Top Six officials 

(Deputy President, Secretary General, Deputy Secretary General, Treasurer General and 

National Chairperson) or potentially a Top Nine, according to one proposal before the 

conference. The National Conference will also elect the National Executive Committee 

(NEC), which is the top policy making body within the ANC between its National 

Conferences. Fierce negotiation and debate between delegates on the conference floor with 

regards to who to support is likely, especially given how close the contest is and given the 

changed approach in the voting process (in which the delegates will vote for the president 

first, with ballots for the other officials to follow.) Perhaps as important for the conference 

outcome as the presidential selection is the balance of forces in the Top Six and the NEC. 

and in A vote for either CR or NDZ as ANC president does not mean the rest of the Top Six 

NDZ would appear to have a 
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structures of collective 

leadership 



ABSA | South Africa 

 

8 December 2017 6 

or the large majority of the NEC will hail from the same faction. In fact, if there is a big push 

to preserve ANC unity, a compromise with balance of forces could result. We would not 

view such a compromise as a positive outcome, since we think South Africa needs a strong 

united leadership to implement some key policy changes to lift confidence, reignite growth 

and stem the downward trend in its credit ratings.  

While the leadership contest has been the key focus ahead of this conference, we also 

remind investors that the National Conference is not only a leadership contest but also a 

meeting to decide on the broad policy direction over the next five years. Delegates will 

debate and potentially adopt a range of different policies. The leading presidential 

candidates have aligned themselves with seemingly different, albeit only broadly sketched, 

economic agendas. In media and public speaking engagements, Dlamini-Zuma has called 

for “radical transformation” of the economy, while Ramaphosa has been promoting what 

he calls a “New Deal”. However, policies in the ANC tend to be decided collectively rather 

than be driven by individuals and in this context, the policy positions that the party holds 

will also be key to watch as these will ultimately define the broad policy posture that the 

winning candidate could adopt. At the preliminary policy conference held by the party in 

June this year, one important area that remained unresolved was land reform. At the time, 

ANC Secretary General Mantashe said the controversial idea of land expropriation without 

compensation would be referred back to the branches for further debate. This, and other 

issues such as the role of the central bank, the challenges at state-owned enterprises, and 

the stalemate over the Mining Charter, could re-emerge at the conference. Thus, while we 

think the leadership question is key, the policies adopted at this conference will also be 

worth monitoring closely.  

Some might be inclined to argue that because the leadership style of the ANC is (ostensibly 

at least) collective the individual policy preferences of the two presidential candidates do not 

matter a great deal. We think this is simplistic and to some extent wrong. A victory for either 

NDZ or CR as ANC president would ultimately translate into a change of executive state 

leadership. A win for CR with sufficient support on the NEC could potentially lead to an NEC 

motion to recall President Zuma. The state president may not set the broad trend of ANC 

policy, but he or she does have one extremely important power, the prerogative to appoint 

ministers and deputy ministers, and this can have a major impact on the economy. The 

president’s writ is more limited when it comes to other key appointments such as the 

National Prosecuting Authority, the Public Protector, the head of the police, and the head of 

the SARB, but ultimately, as President Zuma has shown during his tenure, the power to 

make key appointments over time proves significant.  

Perhaps the biggest uncertainty of all  

We think there is another level of uncertainty not being properly considered. According to 

the ANC’s own constitution, the party must hold a National Conference “at least once every 

five years”. The last once was held in Mangaung on 16-20 December 2012, and accordingly 

the mandate of the ANC’s current leadership expires on 20 December. The ANC constitution 

is unhelpfully silent on what happens to the party’s executive authority and decision-making 

power if it is unable to elect new leadership due to violence, as happened in the Eastern 

Cape provincial conference (currently subject to a legal challenge) or if there are disputes 

about delegate accreditation on the opening days of the National Conference. Any material 

dispute about delegate accreditation is key to watch since such a dispute could lead to the 

conference being interdicted from proceeding, especially if both sides in this close race are 

willing to take all necessary steps (including legal) in order not to lose. And if the current 

leadership’s mandate expires it is not clear where the ANC would be able to draw the legal 

authority to take any further decisions. Furthermore, as constitutional scholar Pierre de Vos 

recently pointed out in his blog on Daily Maverick on 4 December, if either side of the 

factional divide within the ANC can prove impropriety in the election, the courts are obliged 

National conference will also 

debate and decide key policies 

The policy and ideological 

preferences of the winning 

candidate still matter, however 

There is a meta-level of 
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possibility that the conference 
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set aside by the courts 



ABSA | South Africa 

 

8 December 2017 7 

to declare the result invalid and set it aside. De Vos cited a 2012 Constitutional Court ruling 

that political parties are duty bound to follow the rules of their own constitutions. 

Fortunately, the courts are empowered to make an order that is “just and equitable” to 

protect the rights of the applicants in the case, exactly as the courts have done recently in 

the disputed Free State provincial election. However, with so much at stake at a national 

level and no superior body to exercise authority (as the national ANC often does over its 

fractious provincial politics), is not difficult to imaging protracted uncertainty and legal 

wrangling if the outcome is disputed. Thus it is entirely possible that South Africa could find 

itself in uncharted legal and political waters as the courts are called upon to adjudicate what 

is essentially a factional battle within the governing party that has in many ways paralyzed 

and undermined good governance in the country. And, if this is not nerve-wracking enough, 

investors should remember that all of this will be taking place exactly when markets are at 

their thinnest, with most of the country on vacation.  
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