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ABSTRACT A high percentage of South African population depends on the governance of traditional leaders for
social, economic, and development projects. However,  the  duties of traditional leaders towards their people and
the government in power is always marred with fundamental problems such as the issue of record keeping,
management, as well as packaging and dissemination of indigenous information. The present study investigated the
roles and functions of traditional leaders and how Information and Communication Technology (ICT) is applied in
North West Province of South Africa. A case study approach was used. Nine participants were drawn from an entire
population of traditional leaders who were chiefs, tribal councillors and headmen. Data was collected using semi-
structured open- ended interview questions to inquire about their roles and functions. The findings revealed that
traditional leaders perform functions which included protection of the rural local communities’ customs, cultural
values, laws and provision of leadership to the people.

INTRODUCTION

The Interim Constitution of the Republic of
South Africa, 1993, Section 182 (Act No. 200 of
1993) gives recognition to traditional leaders and
stated that traditional leaders are chiefs and
headmen appointed to rule in their area of juris-
diction (Department Of Constitutional Develop-
ment 1999). Traditional leaders ascend to the
throne of leadership either by appointment or
by birth. Prior to 1995 and 1996 when the first
democratic local municipalities were put in place,
chiefs and headmen were responsible for ad-
dressing developmental issues in their respec-
tive areas of jurisdiction (Botes et al. 1996).

Traditional leaders who govern local munic-
ipality areas such as Bophirima Municipalities
functioned as leaders who maintained peace and
stability, without aligning themselves with po-
litical parties. Besides, traditional leaders or trib-
al rulers are described as individuals occupying
communal leadership sanctified by cultural mo-
res and values, who enjoy the legitimacy of par-
ticular communities to direct the affairs of that
local community (Keulder 1998). Traditional lead-
ers’ basis of authority and legitimacy come from
tradition, which includes the whole range of in-
herited culture and way of life (Thobejane 2003).

In the context of this study, a traditional lead-
er is any person who, by virtue of ancestry, oc-
cupies the throne or leadership stool of an area

and who has been appointed to it in accordance
with the customs and tradition of the area and
has traditional authority over the rural local com-
munity of his/her higher jurisdiction that is,
chiefs, tribal councillors and headman). It may
also refer to any other person appointed by in-
strument and order of the government to exer-
cise traditional authority over the rural commu-
nity of his/her jurisdiction.

According to Economic Commission for Af-
rica (2007), the roles of traditional leaders in the
process of good governance are broadly cate-
gorized into three areas. The first area is to act in
an advisory role to government, and participa-
tory role in the administration of the region or
district. Secondly, in a developmental role to
complement the government’s efforts in mobi-
lizing the population for the implementation of
development projects, sensitizing them to health
issues such as HIV/AIDS, promoting education,
encouraging economic enterprises, inspiring re-
spect for the law and urging them to participate
in the electoral process. Lastly, the traditional
leaders act in the role of conflict resolution man-
agers, an area where traditional leaders across
Africa have already demonstrated some success.

As indicated in the previous paragraphs, tra-
ditional governance has its roots entrenched in
traditional knowledge inherited from ancestors.
This traditional knowledge is based on oral
transmission, personal observation and experi-
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ence which always give room for arguments and
disputes, leading some time to litigation, armed
conflict, death and destruction (United Nations
Economic and Social Council 2003). In the prac-
tice of executing their duties as traditional lead-
ers towards their people and the democratic gov-
ernment in power, there is always fundamental
information and communication problem such
as (the issue of record keeping, management,
accessibility, as well as the appropriate coding,
packaging and dissemination of indigenous in-
formation). However, Information and Commu-
nication Technology (ICT) tools have the po-
tential of converting and preserving knowledge
of traditional governance for future use of
(Ashok 2011).

The objective of the present study is, there-
fore, to investigate the roles and functions of
traditional leaders in rural communities and
based on the findings propose an ICT frame-
work to support traditional leaders in their gov-
ernance of area of jurisdiction. The study, then,
examined related works, methods, results, and
ends with a discussion and a proposed ICT
framework.

Related Work

Traditional leadership is an institution that
has developed over years in municipalities. It
has served the people of these areas through
wars, period of slavery, famine, freedom strug-
gles, and political and economic restructuring
(Department of Provincial and Local Government
2000). The indigenous authority system in South
Africa has been characterised by the two dis-
tinct types of indigenous components, firstly, a
political and administrative component and, sec-
ondly, a socio-political component (Botha and
Tandy 1994: 13; Buthelezi 2005: 9). According to
Hartman (1993: 15), the political and administra-
tive component of traditional governance con-
sisted of a decision-making body for the tradi-
tional community. Traditional leadership oper-
ated within the defined limits of its prescribed
jurisdiction (South Africa 2002: 16). Prior to the
colonisation of the African continent in general,
and South Africa in particular, social organisa-
tion was characterised by a number of tribal re-
gimes based on a patriarchy and ascriptive
norms (Hlengwa 1994: 35). Each tribe, up to date,
has a traditional leader, who was the central fig-
ure. The traditional leadership is the highest

authority in the territory and majority of South
Africans, especially in the rural areas, continue
to owe allegiance and support to this institution
of traditional leadership. Traditional leaders are
seen by their people not only as a link between
them and their ancestors but also as a spiritual,
cultural and judicial leader, and the custodian of
the values of their rural local communities (Kho-
za 2001). It can be deduced that traditional lead-
ers are the co-coordinators of the various as-
pects of everyday life, the realisation of rural
local community dreams and aspirations, and
the creators of harmony between people and
their natural, spiritual, physical, social and eco-
nomic environment.

According to United Nations Economic and
Social Council (2003), there are several challeng-
es confronting traditional governance in Africa.
These challenges revolve around the issue of
record keeping, management, accessibility, as
well as the appropriate coding, packaging and
dissemination of indigenous knowledge as al-
ready indicated above. These challenges extend
to networking and connectivity for the purpose
of monitoring, counselling, sharing experiences
and information.

METHODS

The research study was conducted in three
rural communities, Taung, Ganyesa and Christi-
ana in the Bophirima Region of the North West
Province in South Africa. These three communi-
ties were selected because they are traditional
set up communities which are governed by tra-
ditional chiefs who are rooted in traditional gov-
ernance in South Africa. Given the nature of the
study, a case study approach provided the most
effective method for data collection. Participants
for the study were drawn from an entire popula-
tion of traditional leaders (chiefs, tribal council-
lors and headmen). Three chiefs, three tribal coun-
cillors and three headmen were selected based
on their profession as traditional leaders. In de-
scribing population, Polit and Beck (2008) indi-
cate that, it is the aggregate of cases having a
common and designated criterion that is acces-
sible as subjects for a study. A purposive sam-
pling technique was used in selecting the par-
ticipants. One chief tribal councillor and one head-
man were selected from each rural community. A
total of nine participants volunteered to partici-
pate in the study. Table 1 indicated the number of
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participants according to their professional cate-
gory and age from the three communities.

Table 1: Participants categorization

Category Number Average age

Chiefs 3 + 45
Tribal councillors 3 + 40
Headmen 3 + 42
Total N= 9

Data was collected using semi-structured
open- ended interviews. This data collection
method was used because a structured inter-
view does not allow flexibility to explore inter-
esting issues that arise, and an unstructured in-
terview does not provide enough focus. Thus, a
semi-structured interview was used. The inter-
viewees represented different roles ranging from
Chiefs to headmen. The interviewees were asked
to state in their own words:

Their roles and functions as traditional leader
Types of ICT tools available to them as tra-
ditional leaders
How these ICT tools are used to support
their work process.
Integrity of data entry from the study was

checked by another researcher. Transcripts were
coded using Wolcott’s (1994) methods of case
study analysis techniques. After the initial cod-
ing, broad categories were identified by search-
ing for patterns in the participants’ responses.
Finally, three categories were identified and these
are discussed in the results and discussion sec-
tion below.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The prime purpose of this research was to
investigate the cause

Roles and Functions of Traditional Leaders

The respondents indicated that the roles and
functions of traditional leaders are to serve na-
tional and provincial government by giving ad-
vice to Government on issues which affect rural
local communities in accordance with traditions,
customs and culture. This is confirmed by Shu-
bane (1998: 16) that traditional leaders collabo-
rated with national government on issues per-
taining to their area of jurisdiction.

All the respondents agreed that the tribal
council of traditional leaders is an effective fo-
rum for traditional leaders to participate in rural
local communities.

The response to this question was that tra-
ditional leaders participate in the process of pol-
icy-making with particular reference to matters
that were affecting them as leaders and their area
of jurisdictions as provided in the Constitution
of the Republic of South Africa, 1996 (Act No.
108 of 1996). The respondents, further, indicat-
ed that they assist members of the rural local
communities in their dealings with the state. Tra-
ditional leaders act as symbols of unity in the
rural local community and advise local Govern-
ment on traditional matters. One traditional leader
stated “We are the eyes through which the com-
munity see the government and vice versa.”
Being custodians and protectors of the rural lo-
cal communities’ customs and general welfare,
we protect cultural values and provide commu-
nity building through communal social frame said
by a chief.

Traditional leaders further stated that, they
convene meetings to ascertain the needs of their
communities and priorities these needs. They
further provide information to the communities
regarding health, education and progress made
in the community. Being the general spokesper-
sons of their rural local communities, the tradi-
tional leaders consult with rural local communi-
ties through tribal gatherings called by the tra-
ditional leader to address urgent issues and
needs of the community.

 Acting as head of the traditional authority
the traditional leaders exercise administrative,
executive, and legislative powers which posi-
tion them to preside over customary law courts
to maintain law and order.

Above all, the traditional leaders indicated
that before the advent of democratic govern-
ment the state, they collected land taxes from
the people and used the money for develop-
ment projects like roads and traditional schools.

The traditional leaders reiterated that are
challenges confronting traditional governance
and these revolve around the issue of record
keeping, management, accessibility, as well as
the dissemination of indigenous knowledge.
Transmission of indigenous knowledge is based
on oral transmission, personal observation and
experience there is always room for arguments
and disputes, leading sometimes to litigation,
armed conflict, death and destruction (United
Nations Economic and Social Council 2003).
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Information and Communication Technology
(ICT) Tools Available to Traditional Leaders

The ICT access level in relation to its avail-
ability, accessibility and usability in tribal offic-
es is as follows. The tribal office has computers
which are available mostly to the administrators
of the tribal office. There is an average of 1desk-
top computer, 1 printer, 1 fax machine and 1 pho-
tocopier in each tribal office. However, this ratio
does not represent the utilization of computers
as evidenced from the interviews. It was also
revealed that the tribal leaders do not use com-
puters in the execution of their daily duties. One
headman stated

“These computers are difficult to use for my
daily work because it consumes my time which
I could use to treat a patient.”

This means that, even though, there are com-
puters in the tribal offices they are not used for
activities which are not directly related to their
work like record keeping. The computers oper-
ate on Windows XP. Internet access is not avail-
able in the tribal offices.

“I do not have the slightest idea how this
existing e-health tools work and I do not be-
lieve we will know how the new ones will work
if they are installed in our hospital”

From the findings, ICT resources are partial-
ly available in the tribal offices but specialist e-
record and documentation management systems
are not available. Besides, no institutional re-
pository and metadata are available to assist the
different tribal offices to share information. On
the question of communicating and sharing in-
formation with Government municipal offices,
the tribal offices have no ICT tools to facilitate
it. The individual users (tribal leaders) do not
have the required skills and knowledge to use
these tools should it be available.

The next section discusses how these ICT
tools are used to support their work process

The Use of ICT Tools to Support Their
Work Process

The respondents indicated that ICT the com-
puters in their offices are used to write official
letters and read e-mails were the individual has a
3G connection. Their routine work activities such
as issue of record keeping, management of cas-
es, accessibility of information from municipal
offices as well as the appropriate coding, pack-
aging and dissemination of indigenous knowl-

edge are not executed by using ICT. One of the
tribal leaders indicated that they do not have
the knowledge of using these ICT tools, should
it be implemented.

Respondent “we only use typed documents
from out computers to work.”

It was also noted that apart from the servic-
es which the traditional leaders offer to their peo-
ple, they also collaborate with their local munic-
ipality for current information regarding devel-
opment and how to source funding for rural
projects.

The traditional leaders indicated that these
collaborations are achieved through constant
face to face meetings between the traditional
leaders and the municipal managers.

From the interviews with the traditional leader
one could deduced that there is no management
system  (document management system nor work
flow systems to facilitate the automation and
management of work process) to support all the
functions of the traditional leaders. Further, there
is no knowledge management system to sup-
port the capturing of traditional knowledge
which is being transferred from generation to
generation. Work activities within the tribal of-
fices is not integrated and collaborated between
the tribal offices and the municipal offices. It is,
therefore, important that an ICT framework is
proposed to support African Traditional gover-
nance for effective communication between the
tribal offices and the municipal offices well as to
automate some of the work activities in these
tribal offices.

The Need for ICT Framework for African
Traditional Governance

From the findings, it became evident that the
roles and functions of traditional leaders include
services to national and provincial government
by giving advice to Government on issues af-
fecting rural local communities in accordance
with traditions, customs and culture. It was also
noted that the traditional leaders protect the ru-
ral communities’ customs, general welfare, and
cultural values and provide community build-
ing. All these functions are performed without
any management support system for instance,
document management system nor work flow
systems to facilitate the automation and man-
agement of work process) to support all the tra-
ditional leaders. Thus, the researcher proposes
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an ICT framework to support traditional leaders
in their governance of their area of jurisdiction.
The proposed ICT framework is indicated in
Figure 1.

The traditional offices within a particular dis-
trict will have a central database situated at a
strategic location. The central data base will be
a repository which will store all the data from
different traditional leader’s office. A traditional
office links it server to this district central data-
base server through the internet.

District Central Database Server

This is a uniform data integration architec-
ture that provides consistent support to tradi-
tional leaders and municipal managers. The in-
tegrated data ensures interoperability between
data received from traditional leaders systems
and municipal managers system. These data are
linked, processed and analysed for usage by
both groups. Traditional leaders receive gov-
ernment or state information about development
through the district database server, while the
municipal managers also receive data from the
traditional leaders for planning through the same
district database. The interaction between com-
ponents across the different layers in the ICT

Framework is supported by an appropriate trans-
port protocol, such as HTTP for Internet com-
munication and TCP for intranet communication
and is considered for sending messages. All the
components of the ICT Framework communi-
cate through a shared network infrastructure
using an agreed service protocol. An XML mes-
saging standard has been adopted as the mes-
saging standards for the in South Africa.

Traditional leaders transmit data to the dis-
trict central data base which is used by the mu-
nicipal managers.

Traditional leader’s office will host a system
that is capable of managing, storing, retrieving
and transmitting data to the district central data-
base server. This system will facilitate the auto-
mation and management of work process in the
traditional offices.

CONCLUSION

Having reviewed the problems associated
with the African Traditional governance un-
packed the roles and activities of traditional lead-
ers, ascertain the availability of (ICT) tools and
how the ICT tools support their work processes

It was noted that the traditional leaders per-
form numerous functions which included pro-

Fig. 1. ICT framework for African traditional governance
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tection of the rural local communities’ customs,
cultural values, laws and provision of leader-
ship direction to the people. It was further noted
that, there were computers in most traditional or
tribal offices but are used to write official letters
and read e-mails. The routine work activities of
the traditional leaders such as issue of record
keeping, management of cases, accessibility of
information from municipal offices as well as the
appropriate coding, packaging and dissemina-
tion of indigenous knowledge were not execut-
ed by the use ICT.

The findings leaded to the proposal of ICT
Framework for African Traditional Governance
which assists traditional leaders to automate the
work process and to share information with mu-
nicipal managers in a district to facilitate effec-
tive governance. In addition, the ICT framework
is to provide a repository where all indigenous
knowledge, rules and procedures are stored for
future generation.

RECOMMENDATIONS

It is recommended that all traditional leaders
be given ICT training. Traditional offices must
be equipped with the computers and software
programs to manage their routine activities. In-
ternet services must be provided to improve
connectivity. Above all, traditional leaders must
be encouraged through incentives to use ICT.
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