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Summary
This policy brief makes proposals for enabling 
greater civil society oversight of public 
procurement in South Africa. Conventional 
oversight arrives late, as shown by irregularities 
surfaced in audits long after contracts have been 
awarded and services have failed. Here PARI argues 
that civil society, communities and the public 
can be given a defined role in scrutinising public 
procurement. 

Based  on longer position paper, ‘Observe, Record, 
Report: Real-time Citizen Engagement with 
Public Procurement in South Africa’, this brief 
proposes three interventions that government 
can pilot immediately and scale as capacity grows. 
It proposes introducing civic observers for high 
value, high risk procurement; expanding the use 
of social audits of procurement processes; and 
enhancing transparency through the application 
of clear open data standards across procurement 
processes and systems. It also sets out the 
safeguards needed to protect community monitors, 
officials and the procurement process itself. These 
measures have been successfully used in several 
countries to improve the integrity and efficacy of 
public procurement. South Africa is already moving 
slowly in this direction. It has the institutional 
and civic capacity to pilot, and then embed, these 
transparent and participatory approaches. 
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Introduction 
Civic oversight is a potentially powerful took 
for improving the integrity of supply chain 
management in the public sector. Oversight of  
public procurement is often undertaken ‘after-
the-fact’: delayed visibility reduces the prospects 
of timely correction and meaningful deterrence, 
which can have serious implications for public 
accountability and service delivery. In this 
policy brief, we propose three interventions for 
improving civic oversight of public procurement, 
which government can pilot immediately and then 
scale for impact. Each is workable, evidence-
based and designed to strengthen oversight 
without slowing down procurement:

•	 introducing civic observers for high value, 
high risk procurement, especially in sectors 
where there is public interest;

•	 expanding the use of social audits of 
procurement processes in the delivery 
of services that can be monitored at 
neighbourhood/community level; and

•	 enhancing transparency through the 
application of clear open data standards 
across procurement processes. The aim is 
procurement processes that can be followed 
from start to finish without confusion.1
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Three principles that contribute 
to strengthening oversight
Three principles underpin the interventions 
proposed in this brief: participation, transparency 
and accountability. The evidence shows that 
improving participation and transparency, and 
introducing structured accountability measures, 
together can produce more effective oversight and 
reduce procurement corruption. This part of the 
brief defines each principle, then shows how each 
has been applied, drawing on experiences from 
Mexico, the European Union, Colombia, India and 
South Africa.

Participation means giving people outside the 
procuring institution a defined role in oversight of 
the procurement system, with the access needed 
to scrutinise it, subject to safeguards. Depending 
on the oversight mechanism, these people may 
be drawn from affected communities, wider civil 
society or professional bodies, for example.

Transparency means routinely publishing enough 
information, in good time and in a usable form, 
so that the public can understand and monitor it. 
Publishing information that cannot be understood 
or enacted does not meet this standard.

Accountability means a defined relationship in 
which an official must explain and justify a decision 
to a specified body, that body can question and 
judge it, and consequences may follow.

These principles are mutually supportive. 
For example, transparency on its own is not 
accountability. This is why the brief proposes 
the three interventions as a package rather 
than a menu. Effective oversight that reduces 
procurement corruption comes from improving 
participation, transparency and accountability in 
combination. The examples below show how these 
principles and the mechanisms we propose been 
applied, internationally and in South Africa.

CIVIC OVERSIGHT IN PRACTICE
Several countries around the world have opened 
procurement processes to public monitoring while 
decisions are still being taken. These countries 
have found that adopting civic oversight in their 
procurement processes has resulted in fewer 
irregularities, greater competition and in some cases, 
savings on the contract price.2 

Mexico has embedded independent ‘social witnesses’ 
in its highest value procurements, under rules that 
specify when a witness is used, what they may access, 
how they report and who must act.3 In the European 
Union (EU), integrity pacts have been piloted on 
major infrastructure projects, with civil society 
monitors working alongside contracting authorities 
and bidders.4 The pilots reduced irregularities and 
improved compliance without unnecessary burden.5

Colombia’s reforms, which aligned data to the 
Open Contracting Data Standard (OCDS), show how 
standardised disclosure can strengthen competition 
and oversight, with documented efficiency gains and 
programme-level savings.6 

In India, the rural works programme requires regular 
community ‘social audits’.7 These are statutorily 
enforced open hearings where spending is reviewed in 
public and officials must respond.8 The model reduces 
delay and strengthens remedies.9 

In South Africa, civil society has decades of practice 
in this role, from budget-transparency advocacy 
by the International Budget Partnership (IBP)10 to 
sanitation and safety audits by the Social Justice 
Coalition (SJC).11  And the International Budget 
Partnership’s Asivikelane initiative elicits regular 
municipal responses to service failures reported by 
residents.12

These examples provide evidence that strengthening 
participation, transparency and accountability, 
and using them in combination, works to improve 
oversight. They show both the variety of ways these 
principles can be actioned and their adaptability to 
South African conditions. 

National Treasury is already piloting greater 
procurement transparency through its publicly 
accessible Procurement Payments Dashboard.13 The 
spirit of this initiative should be expanded to ‘real-
time’ oversight of public procurement. 
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Proposed interventions
We propose three interventions based on the three principles outlined above: civic oversight, social audits 
and data transparency. The Public Procurement Act 28 of 2024 provided a statutory basis for all three 
interventions: section 30 required the Minister to make regulations enabling the public, civil society and 
the media to access, scrutinise and monitor procurement processes, and sections 28 and 31 required 
standardised, interoperable disclosure through a free central online portal. These were useful foundations 
from which to build civic oversight. But piloting and expanding the mechanisms we propose need not wait 
for a new regulatory regime.14 South Africa has everything it needs to pilot these interventions NOW.

The interventions can be implemented under existing regulatory conditions. National Treasury already uses 
existing powers under the Public Finance Management Act (PFMA) to issue instructions, practice notes 
and guidance.15 These can be used to set minimum publication timelines and require end-to-end disclosure 
in open, machine-readable and interoperable formats. And as shown above, South Africa has already 
experimented with social audits through government-civil society partnerships. 

Intervention 1: Civic observers
What it is: Civic observers are independent people 
from civil society organisations, professional bodies or 
academia who watch defined stages of a procurement 
process, review the documents, and publish a short 
report on whether the rules were followed.16 They 
observe and record. They do not score bids, make 
decisions or try to influence the outcome. Because 
the record is made while deliberations and procedural 
steps occur, it produces a clearer audit trail, helps 
resolve factual disputes early and reduces the scope 
for records to be reconstructed after the fact, when 
the incentive to rationalise or sanitise events is 
stronger.

When to use it: Observers should not be used 
everywhere at once – neither government nor civil 
society has this capacity. Rather a threefold test 
could be used: how severe the risk of impropriety is 
(including as related to the value of the contract), how 
strong the public interest is in mitigating that risk, and 
the capacity available to act as civic observers. This 
test can inform regulations prescribing categories of 
procurement and value thresholds where observers 
are mandatory, starting narrowly. Water and sanitation 
infrastructure meets all three and is a strong candidate 
for the first pilot. The categories can be widened and 
the threshold lowered as capacity grows.

Stages: Observers should be involved from the point 
a procurement need is identified, through planning, 
bid specification and adjudication, and into contract 
delivery. 

How: Lessons from early pilots can be used to set clear 
regulations. Regulations should address the following:

Requirements for people to be registered as civic 
observers, such as completing a short, accredited 
course, declaring their interests and signing a code of 
conduct. At least two observers should be appointed to 
each qualifying procurement, preferably from different 
organisations.

Regulations should outline what they do, what 
triggers their involvement, and what they can 
see. Observers should be involved from the start 
of the procurement process through to contract 
management, with full access to deliberations and 
documents. Safeguards should protect candid 
internal discussion, confidential information, and 
officials from abuse or intimidation — and those 
safeguards should be written into the observers’ 
code of conduct, not applied case by case at 
officials’ discretion, which invites both over-
restriction and abuse.

Regulations should outline what civic observers 
produce. Observers publish short, standardised 
reports within a set period after each stage 
observed, stating whether prescribed procedures 
were followed, what deviations occurred and what 
explanations were given, and identifying red flags. 
The procuring institution must respond in writing 
within a similar period, setting out corrective steps 
or reasons for disagreement.

What happens when problems are found. Where 
reports identify serious procedural irregularities, 
obstructed access, repeated non-compliance or no 
response, escalation should run through the PPO, 
using the enforcement framework that already 
exists rather than creating a parallel one.

Civic observers do not suspend awards or replace 
formal review. They document concerns and 
trigger a structured response, enabling early 
escalation and course-correction. This helps shift 
oversight from retrospective audit to real-time 
risk mitigation. Both the observer’s report and the 
institution’s response should be published on a 
central procurement portal, linked to the relevant 
procurement record and accessible to the public.
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Intervention 2: Social Audits
What it is: A social audit is a community-led 
review of whether contracted goods, services 
and infrastructure were actually delivered as 
promised. Residents compare what the contract 
says against what they can see on the ground: was 
the water tanker there, was the toilet serviced, 
was the refuse collected, on what schedule.

Social audits combine a documentary review with 
on-site verification of contract delivery,17 and 
typically end with a public meeting where findings 
are presented and officials are invited, or required, 
where the law provides, to respond.18 They are not 
primarily an ‘anti-corruption’ tool. Their main aim 
is to improve service delivery by letting the people 
receiving a service verify its quantity, quality, and 
location. If fraud or corruption surfaces in the 
process, that is an important additional benefit 
rather than the point of the exercise.

When they should be used: Social audits work 
best where delivery is frequent, place-specific 
and easy to see. That points to outsourced basic 
services in informal settlements, for example, 
water delivery by tanker, toilet provision and 
servicing, desludging, refuse removal, and to 
local water and sanitation infrastructure projects. 
Communities and civil society organisations 
should also be able to request an audit where 
there are credible risk signals, such as major cost 
overruns, repeated extensions of the contract, 
persistent non-delivery, or emergency awards.

Stage:  Social audits occur during the contract 
delivery state and should be timed to key delivery 
points and routine performance reporting cycles, 
so problems are caught while they can still be 
fixed.

How: Residents need information they can actually 
use. Information should be shared proactively 
at the start of the contract and maintained as a 
standing reference during delivery. It should be 
available through simple offline channels such 
as ward councillor offices and noticeboards, 
community meetings and local depots, alongside 
online publication,19 because key delivery details 
are often hard to locate in standard procurement 
disclosures and many community monitors face 
connectivity or device constraints.20 

The information should be accessible in the 
most widely spoken local languages.21 A standard 
template should be prescribed and officials 
trained to use it. The contractor should be 
introduced on site at the start of the contract, 
with the ward councillor or another local 
interlocutor present. 

For each affected contract and settlement, the 
published information should set out:

•	 who delivers what, where and when, naming 
the prime contractor and any significant 
subcontractors, including the service-
provider branding residents will see on 
vehicles, uniforms and site signage;22

•	 the agreed service standards and 
schedules;

•	 the municipal official responsible for 
contract management and invoice 
certification; 

•	 practical guidance on how residents 
can raise and, if necessary, escalate 
implementation problems; and

•	 how communities and civil society 
organisations can request an audit of a 
contract where credible risk signals exist.23

Site-visit protocols like identity verification, safety 
briefings, coordination with site managers should 
protect both monitors and project staff. Good-
faith errors in community reporting should not 
attract civil or criminal liability.24

Without an official response, social audits become 
performative. Procuring institutions should 
be required to respond in writing within a set, 
reasonable timeframe, stating what corrective 
steps they will take and when, or why they 
disagree. Where an institution does not respond, 
escalation should follow. The meeting that closes 
the project should ideally be run as joint problem-
solving forum, with officials attending, engaging 
and agreeing corrective actions and timelines.
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Intervention 3: Open data standards
What it is: An open data standard means each 
procurement can be followed from start to finish 
without confusion. Transparency is essential 
to the procurement oversight system: without 
timely, standardised, machine-readable data, civic 
observers, social auditors and others with a role in 
oversight lack the information they need.

The Open Contracting Data Standard (OCDS) 
captures and publishes standardised data 
across the planning, tender, award, contract and 
implementation stages, and is a useful benchmark. 
25 National Treasury already publishes some 
OCDS-compliant datasets, and the Office of the 
Chief Procurement Officer’s publication policy 
commits to using the standard.26 The model should 
be adapted to South Africa’s system rather than 
adopted indiscriminately.

Take the example of a tender for water 
infrastructure. Today a resident who wants to 
follow it may find the advertisement on one system, 
the award on another, and no record of what 
was eventually paid to a service provider. If that 
procurement process is given a single reference 
number that stays with it from the planning stage 
to the final invoice, the whole story can be read in 
one place. Do the same for company names, and it 
becomes possible to ask which supplier wins the 
most work across departments, or whether two 
bidders share a director.

When it should be used: Open data standards 
should be the default setting for the whole 
procurement system, not something switched 
on for particular categories or above a value 
threshold. What phases in, so to speak, is the 
dataset: publication should start with a minimum 
set like plans, tender documents, evaluation 
outcomes, awards and signed contracts; and 
expand to contract variations, payments and 
delivery results as systems mature.

Stage: The whole procurement lifecycle, from 
planning to completion. End-to-end disclosure is 
the aim; award information alone is therefore not 
sufficient.

How: Government should name one standard as 
the governing framework for procurement data 
and hold to it. In practice this means:

•	 every process carries a single public 
identifier from planning through delivery, 
with all related records linked to it;

•	 buying institutions and suppliers, 
including joint ventures and significant 
subcontractors, are always named the same 
way, using stable reference numbers;

•	 publication is readable by both people and 
machines;

•	 information appears on simple web pages, 
is downloadable in bulk, and has permanent 
web addresses so records can be cited and 
revisited;

•	 disclosure is phased in through achievable 
legal requirements; and

•	 the PPO publishes simple data-quality 
dashboards at institution level, using 
automated checks to flag gaps early. 
Making data quality visible helps 
institutions improve and gives oversight 
bodies confidence that the data can be 
relied on.

National Treasury is already supporting 
government bodies to collect and publish more 
procurement data, putting the scaffolding 
for transparency in place so that practice 
can be institutionalised progressively. These 
developments are welcome. What is now needed 
is a clear commitment, in regulations and in 
practice, to open contracting data standards 
across the system.
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Safeguards for civic society oversight
Opening procurement oversight to community monitors and civil society observers, and expanding data 
disclosure, carries risks. These include intimidation and retaliation, the misuse or misinterpretation of 
information, slow-downs in the procurement process, and inconsistent responses by institutions that 
might undermine the value of civic oversight. So we recommend a set of risk-based safeguards across the 
three interventions.

Safeguards should be proportionate to risk, judged by the risk of impropriety and the rand value at stake.27 
That principle should set the limits of information requests, audit work, reporting obligations and remedial 
action. In practice, high-risk or high-value matters warrant deeper scrutiny and enhanced disclosure, while 
low-risk settings follow simpler processes.

We recommend clear, time-bound standards28 across the procurement oversight lifecycle, as supported 
by international practice. Time limits protect the procurement process as much as they protect oversight, 
since they cap how long scrutiny can hold up an award. Time limits can look like: 

•	 prompt acknowledgement of reports and disclosures; the screening of red flags;29

•	 including a standstill period that enables review before a contract is signed;
•	 the initiation and completion of social audits within set windows;
•	 reasoned responses to findings; and
•	 the implementation of remedial action by defined deadlines. 

The use of civic observers for high stakes procurement needs a dedicated reporting channel which may be 
based in the Office of the Chief Procurement Officer (OCPO). It should accept anonymous submissions, give 
each report a case number, triage promptly, track progress and publish sanitised outcomes.30 Robust anti-
retaliation protections must explicitly cover suppliers, subcontractors, consultants, civic observers and 
community members acting in good faith.31

Conclusion
Government does not need to wait for the Public Procurement Act to commence to pilot these civic 
oversight mechanisms. Piloted now, evaluated independently and widened as capacity grows, these 
interventions would shift oversight from retrospective audit to real-time risk mitigation, catching problems 
early  and providing practical feedback that can improve delivery outcomes.
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