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Executive summary
The African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM) is Africa’s flagship governance assessment 
tool. It allows states to pinpoint issues that require attention and action, so the overall 
quality of governance can improve. However, not all African states have acceded to the 
APRM and, of those that have, only six have been reviewed twice. This policy insight 
compares the first and second APRM country review reports of Nigeria and South Africa. 
While there has been progress on some issues, both countries need to pay more attention 
to review recommendations to address issues that have not shown improvement. These 
relate largely to human rights and include xenophobia, conflict and gender-based violence. 
Democratic governance in both countries also requires attention, while corruption is 
a scourge that undermines trust in government. Member states should focus on best 
practice between reviews and learn from the experience of those states that have shown 
notable progress.  

Introduction
Development practitioners everywhere seek good governance like the proverbial Holy 
Grail. Improved governance – in areas ranging from democracy to socio-economic 
advancement – is heralded as the first step towards achieving development objectives. 
In Africa, this drive for good governance has manifested in continental initiatives such as 
the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), described as a ‘strategic policy 
framework for Africa’s renewal and rebirth’,1 and the APRM. 

The APRM was established as a vehicle for identifying factors that hold states back from 
achieving development objectives and improving governance standards. It is a ‘self-
monitoring tool voluntarily acceded to by member states of the [AU]’ with the objective 
of ‘foster[ing] the adoption of policies, standards and practices that will lead to political 
stability, high economic growth, sustainable development, and accelerated regional and 
economic integration’.2

There are four types of reviews that ordinarily take place under the APRM process. The 
base review takes place following a country’s accession to the APRM (meant to be within 
18 months, but this has not been the case in practice, with countries reviewed much later 
than 18 months after accession). Periodic reviews are meant to take place every two to four 
years. In targeted reviews, APRM member states request a review outside the periodically 
mandated reviews. These typically dive into a theme or subject of interest to the member 
state. Finally, an early warning review is commissioned by the African Peer Review Forum 
(APR Forum) in the event of ‘early signs of pending political and economic crisis’.3 

1	 African Peer Review Mechanism, Country Review Report No 8: Federal Republic of Nigeria (APRM Secretariat, June 2009), 1.
2	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria, 1. 
3	 AU, “African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM)”, accessed September 15, 2025, https://au.int/en/organs/aprm.

https://au.int/en/organs/aprm
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Country reviews consider issues across six thematic areas: 

•	 democracy and political governance;

•	 economic governance and management;

•	 corporate governance;

•	 socio-economic development;

•	 state resilience to shocks and disasters; and

•	 e-governance.

Also typically present in country review reports (CRRs) are cross-cutting and/or special or 
overarching issues. As of August 2025, the APRM had 44 member states.4 In terms of the 
regional composition of member states, four are from North Africa, eight from Central Africa, 
nine from Southern Africa, 11 from East Africa and the majority – 12 – from West Africa.5 Of 
these member states, only six have undergone the voluntary full review process twice: Kenya 
(2005/6 & 2016), Mozambique (2009 & 2018), Nigeria (2008 & 2021), South Africa (2006 & 2021), 
Uganda (2008 & 2017) and Zambia (2013 and 2025). Second-generation country reviews are 
valuable tools for determining whether states have made progress on the problem areas 
highlighted in the previous review and for identifying areas that require more attention.

SAIIA previously conducted a review of the first- and second-generation CRRs of Kenya, 
Mozambique and Uganda.6 This policy insight will focus on the first- and second-generation 
CRRs of Nigeria and South Africa, considering specifically the ‘democracy and political 
governance’ and ‘socio-economic development’ thematic areas, as well as cross-cutting 
issues. At the time of the second reviews of these two countries, the ‘state resilience to 
shock and disasters’ thematic area had recently been added to the APRM’s thematic areas 
and is only considered in South Africa’s second CRR. The reviews pre-dated the addition of 
‘e-governance’ as the sixth thematic area.

4	 APRM, “Frequently Asked Questions”, May 30, 2025. 
5	 APRM, “An Innovative Self-assessment Tool for Governance in Africa”, accessed October 6, 2025, https://aprm.au.int/en/

documents/2024-10-04/innovative-self-assessment-tool-governance-africa.
6	 See Isabel Bosman and Cayley Clifford, Third Time’s a Charm? Reflections on the First and Second APRM Reports of Kenya, 

Mozambique and Uganda, Special Report (SAIIA, October 2021). 

Second-generation country reviews are valuable tools for determining 
whether states have made progress on the problem areas highlighted in the 
previous review and for identifying areas that require more attention

https://aprm.au.int/en/about/faq
https://aprm.au.int/en/documents/2024-10-04/innovative-self-assessment-tool-governance-africa
https://aprm.au.int/en/documents/2024-10-04/innovative-self-assessment-tool-governance-africa
https://saiia.org.za/research/third-times-a-charm-reflections-on-the-first-and-second-aprm-reports-of-kenya-mozambique-and-uganda/
https://saiia.org.za/research/third-times-a-charm-reflections-on-the-first-and-second-aprm-reports-of-kenya-mozambique-and-uganda/
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Under the ‘democracy and political governance’ thematic area, reviews track progress 
and regression across the following objectives:7

•	 entrenching constitutional democracy and the rule of law;

•	 upholding the separation of powers, checks and balances;

•	 preventing and managing intra- and inter-state conflicts;

•	 promoting and protecting civil and political rights as enshrined in African and 
international human rights instruments;

•	 ensuring accountable, efficient and effective public service delivery at national and 
decentralised levels;

•	 promoting and protecting the rights of women;

•	 promoting and protecting the rights of children and young persons; and

•	 promoting and protecting the rights of vulnerable groups, including internally 
displaced persons, refugees and persons with disabilities. 

Under the ‘socio-economic development’ thematic area, reviews consider the following 
objectives:8 

•	 promoting and accelerating broad-based sustainable socio-economic development;

•	 encouraging broad-based participation in development;

•	 addressing poverty, unemployment and inequality; and

•	 ensuring progress towards gender equality, particularly equal access to education for 
girls at all levels.

Nigeria
Nigeria attained its independence from Britain in 1960 and has been governed under ‘an 
uninterrupted democratic dispensation’ since 1999, following the election of Olusegun 
Obasanjo as president and the introduction of a new constitution.9 This marked an end 
to military rule and presented an opportunity to address the ‘dysfunctional bureaucracy, 
a collapsed infrastructure, a breakdown in the rule of law, and a highly militarised political 
system’ prevalent at that time.10 

7	 APRM, “Revised Country Self-Assessment Questionnaire for the African Peer Review Mechanism”, September 30, 2018. 
8	 APRM, ‘Revised Country Self-Assessment Questionnaire’. 
9	 APRM, Federal Republic of Nigeria: Second Country Review Report (APRM, February 2022), 18. 
10	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 18. 

https://aprm.dedicated.co.za/aprm/.galleries/files-elibrary_resource/Country-Self-Assessment-Questionnair.pdf
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Nigeria also boasts a long history with the APRM, being one of the first to accede to the 
framework at its founding in 2003. Moreover, then president Obasanjo was one of the 
masterminds of NEPAD11 and became the first chairperson of the APR Forum in 2003.12 
Nigeria hosted its first APRM Country Review Mission in 2008, was peer reviewed in 2009 
and submitted progress reports following this review in 2011 and 2013, respectively. These 
progress reports provided updates on its National Programme of Action to address review 
outcomes and prepare for a second-generation review.13 In 2021, a Country Review Mission 
was again hosted in Nigeria to conduct its second-generation review.14 It is customary 
for member states to submit Country Self-Assessment Reports (CSARs) to the APRM 
continental secretariat prior to the formal country review, which were also considered by 
the Country Review Team in Nigeria for both reviews. 

Findings: Democracy and political governance

Nigeria’s transition from military to civilian rule is lauded in both CRRs as a positive 
trend under the ‘democracy and political governance’ thematic area. ‘Entrenchment of 
democratic principles, electoral reforms to build public trust and transparent internal 
party democracy’ are presented as some of the biggest successes.15 However, the first 
CRR suggested a critical review of the country’s electoral system, urging that financial 
independence be granted to the Independent National Electoral Commission and that 
greater efforts be made in terms of civic education and partnering with civil society.16

In particular, the first CRR took issue with the number of disputed election outcomes  
in Nigeria, stating that elections in the country ‘were widely viewed with scepticism’.17  
In particular, elections for members of the executive, as well as state and federal 
legislatures, were contested in court on multiple occasions and such ‘election petition 
tribunals have unseated several office bearers’.18 The frequency with which elections 
were contested brought the legitimacy of electoral practices into question, which the 
first CRR noted risked ‘rendering one of the pillars of constitutional democracy devoid of 
substantive content’.19 

The CRR added, however, that these petition tribunals ‘have performed relatively well’ 
and, when compared with such bodies in other countries, reached resolution much faster 
than most petition tribunals.20 The second CRR notes positive change in this regard, with 
several reforms of the electoral system implemented in line with the recommendations 

11	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria. 
12	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report. 
13	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report. 
14	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report. 
15	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report.
16	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria.
17	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria, 92
18	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria, 92. 
19	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria, 92. 
20	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria, 94. 
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made in the first CRR. Yet the second CRR finds that ‘the relationship between electoral 
reform and public trust in electoral institutions needs to be harnessed to build public trust 
in electoral processes’.21  

Violence also continues to pose a threat to peaceful elections, with post-electoral 
violence not uncommon in the country. In addition, democracy and political governance 
is negatively affected by corruption, with extensive vote buying being reported.22 This 
concern is carried over from the first CRR, where ‘the buying of positions (including 
chieftainships) [was] also identified as posing [a] serious challenge to electoral 
democracy’.23 Vote buying has led to the democratic process being ‘commercialised’  
and has ultimately ‘compromised the electoral system’.24 

The separation of powers is enshrined in Nigeria’s constitution of 1999, yet the first CRR 
found that ‘the separation of powers is not adequately achieved’ due to the legislative 
arm of government at both national and state levels being ‘heavily dependent on, or 
subordinated to, the executive’.25 To remedy this, the first CRR recommended that both 
the judiciary and the legislature take charge of their own budgets. In this regard, an 
executive order was signed by then president Muhammadu Buhari in May 2020 ‘grant[ing] 
financial autonomy to the Legislature and Judiciary at the State level’.26 The absence of 
a strong, independent judiciary has left room for corruption and Nigeria’s CSAR of 2021 
found that the judiciary was limited in its effectivity due to executive interference.27

In practice, the balance of power remains skewed towards the executive. The first CRR 
captured it best and pointed to flaws in the constitution:28

The country is operating under the 1999 constitution, which maintained a strong 
presidential system reminiscent of the military regime that oversaw its drafting 
and adoption. It is not particularly designed to ensure a high degree of separation 
of powers with checks and balances among the three arms of government. 

21	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 71. 
22	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report. 
23	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria, 113. 
24	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 72. 
25	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 73. 
26	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 75. 
27	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report. 
28	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria, 64. 

Violence also continues to pose a threat to peaceful elections, with  
post-electoral violence not uncommon in the country
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Intra- and inter-state conflict is another issue that features prominently in both CRRs.  
The 2021 CSAR notes that intolerance of ethnic and religious differences has caused 
‘many losses of lives and property and internal displacement of people which has brought 
untold hardship to the victims and affected communities’.29 The first CRR noted that 
conflicts over natural resources, especially oil, plagued the country and presented hurdles 
to entrenching development agendas in affected regions. This is regarded as a political 
governance issue in particular because of the federal government structure employed 
in Nigeria. As the first CRR pointed out, ‘While federalism is lauded for the survival of the 
Nigerian nation-state, the overreliance on oil, and by extension, dependency on the centre 
pose challenges for the federation.’30 This is especially prevalent in the Niger Delta, where 
unrest and instability continue to pose challenges. 

Mechanisms for addressing inter-state conflict have been put in place and include the 
National Boundary Commission, the Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution and the 
Nigerian Interreligious Council. However, many of the concerns raised by the first CRR 
surrounding communal conflicts, insurgency and banditry prevail. The second CRR 
concludes that, ‘despite all efforts by the Federal Government and state governments 
to effectively deal with the conflicts, there has been minimal impact in ensuring social 
cohesion and peaceful coexistence’.31 

While democratic progress has been made, both CRRs raise concerns about ongoing 
human rights violations, in particular extra-judicial killings and detention without trial, 
compounded by challenges experienced in the judiciary that results in delayed justice.32 
Between the two reviews, recommendations from the 2009 CRR were implemented, 
including the 2010 amendment to the National Human Rights Commission Act of 1995, 

29	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 79. 
30	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria, 60. 
31	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 80. 
32	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report. 

In practice, the balance of power remains skewed towards the executive

While democratic progress has been made, both CRRs raise concerns about 
ongoing human rights violations, in particular extra-judicial killings and 
detention without trial
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the enactment of the Freedom of Information Bill in 2011 and reform of the child/juvenile 
justice system.33 The second CRR praises the legal reforms that have been implemented 
to ensure civil rights and democratic freedom. However, the report maintains that ‘proper 
application of the law where citizens feel that their rights are indeed protected and 
upheld’34 remains incomplete. In addition, rising insecurity in the country has contributed 
to increasing infringements of citizens’ rights in the name of security, with examples of 
police and security forces abusing their authority.35

Freedom of the media, despite legal provisions such as the Freedom of Information  
Act of 2011, is also not guaranteed and journalists face red tape, physical intimidation and 
detention. The second CRR notes that the Official Secrets Act is often invoked to deny 
requests from journalists to access public records. It also points out that the Joint Task 
Force, established to combat the Boko Haram insurgency, and other security branches 
such as the State Security Services, are accused of intimidating journalists or arresting and 
detaining journalists arbitrarily.36

Findings: Socio-economic development

Between the first- and second generation APRM reviews, Nigeria registered significant 
economic growth, with a 48.1% increase in nominal GDP between 2009 and 2020.37 
However, the second CRR notes that the country’s Human Development Index (HDI) 
rating remains worryingly low. For example, in 2019 its HDI measured 0.539, putting 
Nigeria in the ‘low human development category and at position 161 out of 189 countries 
and territories’.38 While low, this was an improvement on the country’s standing in 
2005, before the first country review was conducted, when its HDI rating was only 0.465. 
Nigeria’s low HDI also has a gendered aspect, with notable inequalities recorded in 
‘achievement of health, education, and command over economic resources’.39 

The first CRR asked why one of the wealthiest countries on the continent, one ‘not 
lacking in resources or manpower have a human development index that is lower than 
the sub-Saharan African average?’40 Both CRRs suggest that Nigeria’s economy is over-
dependent on oil and gas, with the economy not sufficiently diversified; the first CRR 
linked the latter directly to high poverty levels in the country.41 To address poverty, the 
Nigerian government ‘developed one of the most comprehensive strategies to combat 

33	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report. 
34	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 84.
35	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 84. 
36	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report. 
37	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 194. 
38	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 194. 
39	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 194. 
40	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria, 257. 
41	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria, 20; see also APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report. 
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poverty and stimulate growth in Africa – the National Economic Empowerment and 
Development Strategy (NEEDS)’.42

The NEEDS (NEEDS I) document ‘received worldwide acclaim’, but ‘some Nigerians 
questioned the extent to which NEEDS included all segments of the population while it 
was being developed and its relevance to the ordinary person’.43 This programme was 
upgraded to NEEDS II, but the first CRR concluded that44

Nigeria’s paradox of poverty in the midst of plenty is not necessarily explained 
by the absence (or even weakness) of developmental policies and strategies. The 
country’s problem, especially in the area of reducing poverty, is mainly the poor 
implementation of policies and programmes. 

Socio-economic development in the country is therefore not where it could be, 
improvements between the two reviews notwithstanding. Much more needs to be done 
to address the shortcomings.  

Findings: Cross-cutting issues

Conflict

Conflict remains a concern in the country and has consequences for especially socio-
economic governance. Terrorism and an Islamist insurgency threaten stability in the 
country, with women, children and youth disproportionately affected. The activities of 
Boko Haram in particular have presented a serious challenge to stability and remain 
a threat to ‘progress made in its democracy while undermining the impact of policy 
interventions and social coexistence’.45 The specific threat posed by the Boko Haram 
insurgency is unique to the second-generation review, but the presence of militants and 
hostage-taking, especially in the oil industry, was a recognised threat in the first CRR.46 

42	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria, 258. 
43	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria, 258. 
44	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria, 258. 
45	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 21. 
46	 APRM, Country Review Report: Nigeria. 

Terrorism and an Islamist insurgency threaten stability in the country, with 
women, children and youth disproportionately affected
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Corruption

The second CRR concludes that corruption ‘remains one of the major challenges to the 
smooth practice of political and corporate governance in Nigeria’ and hinders improved 
political and economic governance.47 It is considered a cross-cutting issue because 
it affects so many areas of government and daily life. Importantly, in the assessment 
of the second CRR it is seen as ‘a major obstacle to the effective enforcement of the 
environment regulations and standards especially when major multinational oil 
companies are involved’.48 Moreover, whistleblower protection is inadequate and needs 
to be addressed if corruption is to be rooted out. Several institutions and mechanisms 
have been created to combat corruption, but not enough is being done to eliminate the 
prevailing culture of corruption.49

Gender 

Gender-based violence in Nigeria is high and with the rise in intra-state conflict and 
insurgency, the situation for women has only worsened. Non-state armed groups in 
particular pose a significant threat to the rights of women and girls and have violated 
their rights through ‘abduction, forced marriage, and rape’.50 To make matters worse, 
on their return the abducted women and girls encounter ‘stigmatisation, suspicion and 
rejection’.51 Women’s participation and representation in politics is also low. While formal 
policies for improving women’s rights and participation are in place, cultural norms 
continue to place limitations on them.52

The second CRR records a clear ‘retrogression’ in women’s political participation and 
describes it as ‘a worrying trend’.53 It notes that of the 360 members of the House of 
Representatives, only 25 are women, linking this to the ‘discriminatory practices’ of 
political parties.54 Overall, women are unable to access their rights due to ‘religious and 
cultural norms’, as well as endemic gender-based violence in society.55

47	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 234. 
48	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 234. 
49	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report. 
50	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 194. 
51	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 194. 
52	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report. 
53	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 236. 
54	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 236. 
55	 APRM, Nigeria: Second Country Review Report, 236. 

Non-state armed groups in particular pose a significant threat to the rights 
of women and 
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What do the combined findings from these thematic areas reveal? Firstly, relating to 
conflict and security, the Boko Haram threat is not an issue present in the first CRR, but 
by the time of the second CRR, Boko Haram had become a significant threat to national 
security and stability. This speaks to the evolving nature of the issues governance should 
address and illustrates the importance of reviews such as that of the APRM. It also links 
to a wider conclusion: while some signs of progress can be noted, in reality very little 
changed between reviews in terms of the nature of the issues the Nigerian government 
must address. The goal is therefore not to find once-off solutions but to continue to evolve 
responses as challenges and issues change. 

Secondly, the presence of natural resources alone does not equate to shared economic 
benefits. Significant socio-economic progress can be made if resource allocation 
and government spending of resource revenues can be improved. At the same time, 
anti-corruption efforts will also need to be ramped up. Corruption has devastating 
consequences for good governance and influences progress across thematic areas. 
Finally, women should be included in more meaningful ways in governance processes as 
well as policymaking, to ensure that gender representation and gender rights improve. 

South Africa
Like Nigeria, South Africa was instrumental in the founding of NEPAD and has been a 
member of the APRM since its creation in 2003. South Africa submitted its first CSAR and 
completed its first country review in 2006, with the peer review taking place in 2007.56 
Following the first country review, South Africa produced three progress reports, the last 
in 2014, and in 2018 started the process to undergo its second CRR.57 The Country Self-
Assessment ahead of the second review was conducted between 2020 and 2021, with  
the Country Review Mission hosted in South Africa from 7–21 December 2021.58

South Africa, like much of Africa, was burdened by colonial rule, but its people suffered 
further under the apartheid system. After 342 years of colonial and apartheid rule,  

56	 APRM, South Africa Second-Generation Country Review Report (APRM, February 2022). 
57	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report.
58	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report. 

While some signs of progress can be noted, in reality very little changed 
between reviews in terms of the nature of the issues the Nigerian 
government must address
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South Africa finally became free and democratic in 1994 and adopted a constitution 
‘hailed as one of the most progressive in the world’ in 1996.59 Its democracy has grown into 
a world-class example of the positive change that is possible, but it is a young democracy 
and faces many challenges. The second CRR notes that it is ‘a democracy under severe 
socio-economic distress’.60 Many of the issues experienced in South Africa can be traced 
to this socio-economic distress. 

The second CRR also notes that, while the apartheid system was abolished, ‘it did not 
necessarily lead to the end of racial divisions and racism, nor did it solve the economic and 
social problems that have beset South Africa’s thriving democracy since 1994’.61 Indeed, 
the first CRR noted that ‘five legacies of the apartheid era have persisted: a dualistic 
polity; pervasive poverty; large-scale structural unemployment; inequitable distribution 
of wealth and income; and a high incidence of crime’.62 Fast-forward to the second CRR 
and, progress notwithstanding, these issues largely still persist and shape the realities of 
people every day. 

Findings: Democracy and political governance

Commentary on South Africa’s democratic transition and its approach to democracy 
and political governance is positive overall in both CRRs. However, areas where concerns 
have been raised or where no real change has taken place between reviews relate to 
the separation of powers, as well as the constitution itself. The second CRR notes that, 
although democratic institutions are present and established, the ‘liberal democratic 
Republic’ envisioned by the architects of the constitution has not taken shape and that 

59	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 2. 
60	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 2. 
61	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 2. 
62	 APRM, Country Review Report No. 5: Republic of South Africa (APRM, September 2007). 

Many of the issues experienced in South Africa can be traced to this  
socio-economic distress

The ‘liberal democratic Republic’ envisioned by the architects of the 
constitution has not taken shape 
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‘efforts to create this State have met with challenges that the successive Governments 
since independence have tried to overcome, with varying degrees of success’.63 

The first CRR concluded that the constitution ‘is being challenged’.64 The Country Review 
Mission noted that this could be observed primarily in race relations in the country, which 
‘remain brittle and sensitive in places, as minorities fear that the government is not 
doing enough to assure the cultural, educational and language rights guaranteed by the 
Constitution’.65 South Africa’s constitution mandates a firm separation of powers, but in 
practice the lines are often blurred. While the judiciary is fully independent, concerns were 
raised about the Department of Justice and Constitutional Development’s involvement 
in the appointment of some judicial officers and the setting up of magistrate courts.66 
Stakeholders consulted by the Country Review Mission said that all aspects of judicial 
services should be the sole prerogative of the judiciary. In addition, all administrative 
issues – including the appointment of court officials and establishment of magistrate 
courts – should be removed from the Department of Justice and assigned to the Office of 
the Chief Justice and the Judicial Service Commission.67 

There are also concerns in the second CRR about the independence of Parliament, the 
power of political parties and where the loyalty of members of Parliament (MPs) lies. 
Parliament is not ‘fully independent of the executive and has not over the years exercised 
its constitutional oversight more effectively’.68 The Country Review Mission identified 
this as ‘the main issue for the separation of powers and checks and balances needed to 
strengthen democratic governance in South Africa’.69 Floor-crossing, raised in the first 
CRR as a key issue, adds to the concern of people that elected MPs are loyal not to the 
electorate but to their parties. The report noted that, ‘[i]n principle, floor-crossing in itself 
is not necessarily undemocratic in a governance system where individuals are elected by 
direct vote and on the basis of their merits and declared electoral promises’.70 While floor-
crossing was allowed under the Fourth Amendment Act of the constitution, the first CRR 
noted that ‘in the proportional representation system as practiced in South Africa, floor-
crossing further erodes the already weak link between MPs and the electorate’, adding 
that ‘the experience in South Africa is that floor-crossing has strengthened the ruling 
party’.71 Floor-crossing was discontinued in 2009, yet no connection was made to the 
APRM recommendation that it be abolished.

Concerning intra- and inter-state conflict, South Africa is typically regarded as a 
peacemaker; however, both CRRs highlight that violence directed at immigrants and rising 

63	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 10. 
64	 APRM, Country Review Report: South Africa, 4. 
65	 APRM, Country Review Report: South Africa, 4. 
66	 APRM, Country Review Report: South Africa. 
67	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 20. 
68	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 20. 
69	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 20. 
70	 APRM, Country Review Report: South Africa, 85. 
71	 APRM, Country Review Report: South Africa, 85. 
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xenophobia could destabilise the country. Xenophobic attacks started in 2008 and since 
then, as reported in the 2021 CSAR, ‘more than 400 foreigners from other African countries 
have been killed and more than 100 000 have been displaced in xenophobic attacks in 
South Africa’.72 These attacks have been particularly rife in rural and township communities. 
The first CRR issued warnings about the treatment of foreigners in South Africa, but little 
action was taken and the Mbeki administration largely downplayed the issue. 

Not only do migrants and foreigners from mostly other African countries encounter 
violence but they also face discrimination and are unable to access fundamental human 
rights. The second CRR draws on the CSAR of 2021, which notes that, under current 
legislation concerning the movement of foreigners, ‘South Africa does not entitle the 
children of illegal foreigners and undocumented migrants to permanent residency or 
citizenship resulting in them being denied access to basic human rights or services.’73 
Moreover, the CSAR also found that, ‘[d]espite constitutional guarantees, the rights 
of migrants are not adequately protected in South Africa as they face discrimination, 
prejudice and physical violence resulting from xenophobia’.74 In some cases, both 
legal and illegal foreigners have been used as scapegoats by politicians which, as the 
second CRR notes, is ‘undermining government efforts and civil society organisations’ 
sensitisation campaigns against xenophobia’.75

Considering the first and second CRRs side by side, where one warned of the threat of 
xenophobia and the other reports on the consequences, it is clear that the APRM holds 
tremendous early warning potential. But this potential can only be realised when states 
(governments) take prompt action. 

Findings: Socio-economic development

Although South Africa has made significant progress since 1994, the country remains one 
of the most unequal globally. Readers might recall the aerial photograph of Ekurhuleni 
Municipality’s Primrose suburb – separated by a highway from the Makause informal 
settlement – on the cover of Time Magazine in May 2019 with the heading ‘The World’s 

72	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 27.
73	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 57. 
74	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 57
75	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 29. 

In some cases, both legal and illegal foreigners have been used scapegoats 
by politicians
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Most Unequal Country’. The first CRR noted high levels of poverty and inequality (and 
unemployment) and, by the time of the second review, little had improved. Wealth and 
resources are not distributed equally in the country and land is a particularly strong issue. 
A land audit report referred to in the second CRR found that ‘72% of land is owned by the 
minority white population, Coloureds own 15%, Indians 5%, Africans 4%, other 3%, and co-
owners 1%’.76 Land reform is an important socio-economic concern in South Africa and 
the second CRR notes that ‘[t]he need for urgent, equitable and sustainable land reform 
in South Africa remains critical to realising the National Development Plan and achieving 
other socio-economic development objectives’.77

Because of this unequal distribution of wealth, resource competition in the country is high 
and the second CRR finds that ‘the competition for scarce resources and jobs in South 
Africa has led to a rise in tensions in the township communities’.78 This contributes to 
the high levels of xenophobic violence recorded in townships targeting so-called ‘spaza 
shops’ (small outlets selling basic necessities) owned by foreigners. According to the 
Country Review Mission, community members consulted on the matter said that ‘the 
small enterprises in their communities operating as SPAZA shops are mainly owned by 
foreigners, yet it is difficult for citizens to establish and operate similar businesses’.79 They 
maintained that this is because ‘foreign owned Spaza shops are not regulated as strictly 
as those owned by nationals, putting nationals at a competitive disadvantage’.80

Social protection is also a concern in the country, with the first CRR noting that ‘South 
African communities need to be empowered to avoid the risks of a social dependence 
syndrome’.81 The CSAR of 2021 links to this and notes that ‘social protection in South 
Africa is now unsustainable amid persistent inequalities and deepening poverty levels’.82 
The second CRR suggests that ‘the South African Government review the current 
social protection model to gauge its efficacy and ability to reduce the risks of creating a 
dependency syndrome’.83

76	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, xxxi. 
77	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, xxxi. 
78	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 59.
79	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 59. 
80	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 59. 
81	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, xxxii. 
82	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, xxxii. 
83	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, xxxii. 

Because of this unequal distribution of wealth, resource competition in the 
country is high 
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Finally, the crime rate in the country remains a challenge and affects human rights 
negatively. Gender-based violence in particular is a big problem, with violence against 
women and children persisting in spite of legal mechanisms, activism and other 
initiatives. Gender equality and the provision and protection of women’s rights exist on 
paper rather than in practice. 

Findings: Cross-cutting issues

Social cohesion

Discrimination against foreigners and discrimination based on race or gender are societal 
ills and cut across sectors and thematic areas. There have been several attempts by the 
South African government to ‘address issues of xenophobia and racism by strengthening 
laws, policies, and promoting dialogue on social cohesions in communities’.84 Civil society 
is also an active role player in this regard but, despite its best efforts, the CSAR of 2021 
(and the second CRR) finds that these issues remain. In the case of xenophobia, ‘[a]ttacks 
against foreign nationals do not only threaten peace and stability of South Africa, they also 
risk sparking inter-State conflict with other nations whose nationals are being targeted’.85 

Gender-based violence also remains a concern – it is reported that 21% of ‘partnered 
women has experienced physical violence by a partner’.86 Gender-based violence is 
viewed as an issue that ‘presents multi-dimensional challenges from socio-cultural, legal, 
security, economic and public health perspectives’.87 Indeed, the second CRR notes that 
‘several studies have found that physical and sexual violence is higher amongst people 
in lower income brackets’, translating it into ‘an economic problem with serious impacts, 
especially given the rate of inequality in the country’.88

Corruption

In spite of efforts to combat corruption, and the high levels of publicity attached to 
corruption scandals in the country, the problem continues. The second CRR cites a 

84	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 26. 
85	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 27. 
86	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 43. 
87	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, xliii. 
88	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 43. 

Gender equality and the provision and protection of women’s rights exist on 
paper rather than in practice
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2020 study by Corruption Watch that found that nearly ‘33 000 whistle-blower reports 
of graft-related complaints were received between 2012 and 2020, of which 16% (857) 
contained allegations of corruption within the local government administrative arm of 
government’.89 The prevalence of corruption ties back to issues around the balance of 
power. The second CRR notes that many of the stakeholders engaged by the Country 
Review Mission90 

suggested that corruption remains prevalent in the public service… due to the 
failure of parliament to play its role in ensuring that crucial recommendations… are 
implemented by the executive, even though in most instances parliament does 
endorse the recommendations in its resolutions.

Policy implementation 

Poor policy implementation is a concern (and cross-cutting issue) highlighted in both 
CRRs. This prevents the country from achieving its developmental goals. The second 
CRR notes that ‘comprehensive legislation, strong institutional frameworks and well-
defined strategies’ notwithstanding, ‘serious challenges and obstacles to effective policy 
implementation’ remain.91 This sets back development and government performance 
and negatively affects the daily lives of the people of South Africa. 

Analysis
CRRs of Nigeria and South Africa reveal that both countries have made some progress 
in improving governance. However, the issues in which there have been regression or 
stagnation outweigh the former. These include gender-based violence, corruption, social 
cohesion, gender equality, poverty alleviation, the balance of power, women’s rights and 
weak local government. 

While both countries have adopted international, continental and domestic frameworks 
and mechanisms to address the issues, progress is slow. Additionally, they diverge on 
the issues on which they have not shown progress. In the case of Nigeria, these relate 
particularly to violence and conflict, democratic freedoms (such as freedom of the press), 
implementation of the law and societal ills such as unemployment and poor respect for 
human rights. South Africa, in turn, did not show any improvement in critical areas such 
as xenophobia and high crime rates, as well as other societal issues such as high youth 
unemployment and social protection. The rule of law is also an area of concern. 

89	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, xliv. 
90	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, 23. 
91	 APRM, South Africa Second Country Review Report, xlv. 
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While some of these issues may be considered unique – such as xenophobia in South 
Africa – they are nevertheless related. They point to the fact that both Nigeria and South 
Africa have a long way to go in improving human rights standards, respect for the rule of 
law and the application of the law, and addressing societal ills such as unemployment and 
gender-based violence. The issues requiring more work mostly relate to human rights, 
making the argument for greater attention to them all the more important.  

Conclusion
The CRRs of South Africa and Nigeria highlight areas of significant progress. However, 
they also show that a significant amount of work remains to be done. Both countries 
have policies and frameworks in place to address the issues they experience, but fall 
short on implementation. And while it could be argued that South Africa performed 
better in this regard, it is nowhere near where it ought to be. Poverty and inequality 
are ever-present in the context of resource-rich, well-performing economies. Gender-
based violence prevents women from accessing the rights and opportunities promised 
by democratic government. And weak social cohesion eats away at any progress made 
under democracy. 

Figure 1	 Stagnation/regression between reviews

Source: Created by author
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But with these issues known, Nigeria and South Africa can target problem areas and 
address them for improved governance. These two countries – and other APRM member 
states – can also benefit from exchanges on good practices and learning new ways of 
addressing shared problems. It is impossible to solve all these problems overnight. But 
ticking at least one of the persistent issues off the list between reviews should be the goal 
until, step by step, they have all been addressed. 

There is great value in conducting APRM country reviews. Firstly, it shows states where 
the focus needs to be. Secondly, by bringing the plight of citizens to light – whether it 
concerns socio-economic development, state resource allocation or participation in the 
democratic process – it clarifies which issues need to be addressed. The reviews reveal 
that states share the same issues, often continuing between reviews, and clearly suggest 
an opportunity for learning about good practice. The APRM is a unique and valuable tool 
that should be used by African states to measure progress and improvement. 

Recommendations 
•	 Member states that have undergone review should exchange lessons on good practice 

related to shared issues.

•	 Member states that have not yet undergone APRM reviews should be encouraged by 
those that have been reviewed, drawing on the benefits gained from the experience. 

•	 Engagement between civil society and the APRM should be ramped up. This will lead 
to greater trust between stakeholders and greater awareness of the ‘bread-and-butter 
issues’ that need to be addressed.

•	 Slow progress recorded between reviews indicates that member states do not pay 
enough attention to the recommendations of reviewers. Implementation of review 
recommendations should be better prioritised.  
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