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Herman Mashaba – a mixed legacy 

A week after the Johannesburg Mayor’s dramatic resignation from the DA, which is 

to be followed by his stepping-down as Mayor of Johannesburg 

(www.municipaliq.co.za), preceding the even more dramatic resignation of DA party 

leader, Mmusi Maimane, his legacy is up for debate. Maimane was effusive, 

describing Mashaba as a “hero”, but Mashaba’s tenure in Johannesburg has been far 

from uncontroversial. This Personality of the Month considers its positive and 

negative aspects. 

 

A patchy scorecard 

Herman Mashaba featured as one of our first Personality of the Months (www.municipaliq.co.za) – just over three years 

ago – when it became apparent that individuals were likely to become more pronounced in South African local 

government. He did not disappoint, with his outspoken views influencing Johannesburg’s trajectory, but probably not in 

ways that were expected. 

A firm liberal, who chaired the Free Market Foundation, it seemed improbable that Mashaba would find common ground 

with the DA’s coalition partner, the left-leaning EFF, which initially expressed understandable reticence to form a 

partnership with the former entrepreneur. 

But Mashaba proved to be highly successful in leading a “multi-party government” – so much so that criticism grew from 

within the DA that he had become part of a “racist coalition” that neglected the Party’s suburban constituencies in 

pursuing an explicit and unapologetic “pro-poor” agenda, which won him the approval of Julius Malema who labelled 

Mashaba as “our [EFF] mayor” (citizen.co.za). 

This approval was probably Mashaba’s greatest accomplishment; keeping together an ideologically discordant coalition in 

pursuit of the development of Johannesburg, but also his undoing. In pioneering a coalition that was not a familiar or 

readily identifiable DA “product”, by a well-known DA politician (Mashaba had only joined the DA two years before his 

Mayoral candidacy), Mashaba became an increasingly maverick figure. 
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There were of course elements of Mashaba’s strategic focus that supported the DA agenda – drawing-in inner-city 

investment, for instance (www.fin24.com), but his plans to use expropriation as a tool in revitalising the inner-city 

(www.timeslive.co.za) likely caused disquiet. 

Then there were clear nods to the EFF’s local government mandate – extending clinic hours, or insourcing workers which 

likely had limited appeal to the DA’s core constituency. Mashaba also took a hands-on approach as Mayor, trying his hand 

at road works, for instance, and spearheading A Re Sebetseng – a monthly, volunteer clean-up. These initiatives are 

unlikely to be rolled back by any administration, but Mashaba did not win universal approval in all quarters of 

Johannesburg. 

Foreign nationals in particular are said to have celebrated his departure after being blamed for a number of 

Johannesburg’s social ills, with a number of observers blaming Mashaba for fueling the recent outbreak of xenophobia in 

the City (www.groundup.org.za, citizen.co.za, www.businesslive.co.za). 

Trade union Samwu also greeted Mashaba’s resignation enthusiastically, accusing the Mayor of undermining collective 

bargaining after Mashaba signed a Memorandum of Understanding with labour representatives in the City, and even went 

so far as to say that Mashaba ushered in a reign of terror in the City’s administration (ewn.co.za). 

But what will likely haunt the Mashaba/EFF coalition most is the mutual undertaking to rid Johannesburg of corruption, 

with a key focus of his tenure to root out corrupt officials and arrangements (www.corruptionwatch.org.za), only to be 

tainted by an amaBhungane Afrirent fleet rental scandal which was said to have benefited the EFF 

(www.dailymaverick.co.za). 

Financially Mashaba promised to turn the City around, but struggled with ongoing if lessened billing issues (www.iol.co.za), 

and a recessionary climate which saw ratings agency GCR place Johannesburg on a negative outlook earlier this year 

(www.businesslive.co.za). 

Mashaba will therefore be remembered for a mixed tenure at the helm of South Africa’s economic hub, but one where he 

certainly left his own decisive footprint which may well not be his last foray into the sphere. 
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