P-1SSN: 2618-0723
E-ISSN: 2618-0731

NAAS Rating: 5.04
www.extensionjournal.com

€xten5ion(ﬂjoumal

International Journal of Agriculture Extension and Social Development
Volume 8; Issue 1; January 2025; Page No. 50-53

Received: 17-11-2024
Accepted: 20-12-2024

Indexed Journal
Peer Reviewed Journal

Bureaucratic constraints and administrative bottlenecks in public-sector agricultural
extension service delivery
Thabo Molefe Khumalo, 2Sibusiso Nhlanhla Ndlovu, *Thandiwe Mokoena Sithole and “Lindiwe Nkosi Maseko
-4Department of Agricultural Extension, University of Pretoria, Pretoria, South Africa
DOI: https://doi.org/10.33545/26180723.2025.v8.i1a.3195

Corresponding Author: Thabo Molefe Khumalo

Abstract

Bureaucracy is strangling South Africa's public extension system. This research examined administrative constraints affecting extension
service delivery across four provinces using a mixed-methods design. Structured questionnaires were administered to 196 extension officers
and 24 provincial administrators, supplemented by 32 in-depth interviews and document analysis of procurement records and staffing
reports. Data collection occurred from February to August 2023 through the University of Pretoria. Results revealed a strong negative
correlation (r = -0.97, p<0.001) between bureaucratic burden scores and service delivery efficiency. Budget procurement delays averaged
4.7 months across provinces, while the agent-to-farmer ratio stood at 1:1,847 against the recommended 1:500. Staff vacancy rates reached
38.4% in the most affected province, and 43.6% of officers expressed intent to leave. Reporting requirements consumed 34.2% of officers'
working time, leaving limited hours for actual farmer engagement. Programs that adopted simplified administrative procedures showed
27.3% higher delivery efficiency scores. These findings indicate that administrative reform, not just increased budgets, is needed to restore
extension functionality.
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Introduction

Public-sector agricultural extension in South Africa is
failing not because of bad science or unwilling farmers, but
because the administrative machinery meant to support it
has become an obstacle to its own purpose [ 2, Extension
officers spend more time filling forms than visiting farms.
Budget allocations approved in one fiscal year arrive
months into the next. And vacant posts remain unfilled for
years while the remaining staff absorb impossible caseloads.
This situation didn't emerge overnight. South Africa's
extension system underwent multiple restructurings after
1994, shifting from a centralized model to a provincial
mandate without fully resolving questions of funding,
staffing norms, or accountability lines Bl. The result is an
administrative framework that imposes national reporting
standards on provincial budgets while leaving hiring
authority fragmented across multiple departments 1.
Several assessments have flagged these structural problems.
Liebenberg ¥ documented the erosion of extension capacity
through unfilled posts, while Worth [ traced how
procurement regulations designed for large infrastructure
projects were applied unchanged to small extension inputs
like seed packs and demonstration materials.

Despite this recognition, few empirical investigations have
quantified the relationship between specific bureaucratic
constraints and measurable delivery outcomes [ &, Most
available evidence is anecdotal or based on small case
reports. This research addressed that gap by measuring
bureaucratic burden and service delivery efficiency across
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four South African provinces, drawing on surveys of
extension officers and administrators, in-depth interviews,
and administrative document analysis conducted through the
University of Pretoria 1.

Research Area Description

The research covered four South African provinces selected
to represent different administrative contexts: Gauteng
(small,  urban-peri-urban, relatively  well-resourced),
KwaZulu-Natal (large, mixed rural-urban, high farmer
population), Limpopo (predominantly rural, resource-
constrained), and Eastern Cape (geographically dispersed,
high poverty rates) 1. These provinces collectively employ
approximately 2,400 extension officers serving an estimated
1.8 million farming households. Research sites were
accessed through the University of Pretoria's partnerships
with provincial departments of agriculture.

Materials and Methods

Materials

The research used a bureaucratic burden index questionnaire
containing 36 items across four domains: budget and
procurement processes (10 items), human resource
management (9 items), reporting and compliance
requirements (9 items), and inter-agency coordination (8
items). Each item was rated on a 0-100 severity scale. A
parallel service delivery efficiency instrument measured
seven output indicators including farmer visit frequency,
technology demonstration rates, and training session
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completion. Both instruments were validated through expert
review by eight public administration and extension
specialists. Ethical approval was obtained from the
University of Pretoria Faculty of Natural and Agricultural
Sciences Ethics Committee (Protocol NAS-2022/156,
approved December 2022). Administrative documents
including procurement registers, vacancy reports, and
performance audit summaries were obtained from provincial
offices.

Methods

A cross-sectional mixed-methods design was employed
from February to August 2023. Structured questionnaires
were administered to 196 extension officers (approximately
49 per province) selected by stratified random sampling
from staff registers, and 24 provincial administrators (6 per
province) responsible for extension oversight [l Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 32 purposively
selected respondents (8 per province) including senior
officers, union representatives, and administrative staff.
Document analysis covered procurement timelines and
vacancy reports from 2019 to 2023. Quantitative data were
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analyzed through descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation,
and independent-samples t-tests comparing provinces with
simplified versus standard administrative procedures.
Qualitative data were analyzed through thematic coding
with two coders (inter-rater agreement kappa = 0.81) 19,

Operational Context

Extension service demands vary sharply across the four
provinces. Gauteng's 14,000 km2 supports mostly peri-urban
agriculture, while Eastern Cape's 169,000 km?2 requires
officers to travel long distances on poor roads. Limpopo
experiences summer temperatures exceeding 38 °C,
complicating field visits. KwaZulu-Natal's terrain ranges
from coastal lowlands to mountainous areas. These physical
conditions compound administrative constraints: travel
claim processing delays of 6-8 weeks mean officers often
fund their own transport [,

Results

The data confirmed that bureaucratic constraints are not
peripheral irritations but measurable barriers that directly
reduce extension output across all four provinces.

Table 1: Bureaucratic burden index scores and service delivery indicators by province

Indicator Gauteng KwaZulu-Natal Limpopo Eastern Cape
Bureaucratic burden score 384 52.7 71.3 74.8
Delivery efficiency (%) 68.1 49.3 28.7 241
Staff vacancy rate (%) 18.6 27.3 384 36.1
Procurement delay (months) 2.3 4.1 6.8 5.7
Agent-farmer ratio 1:823 1:1,412 1:2,367 1:2,786
Time on reporting (%) 24.1 31.8 39.7 41.2

Bureaucratic burden scores ranged from 38.4 in Gauteng to
74.8 in Eastern Cape. Delivery efficiency mirrored this
inversely: 68.1% in Gauteng versus 24.1% in Eastern Cape.
Procurement delays stretched to 6.8 months in Limpopo.

The most alarming figures concern time allocation: officers
in Eastern Cape spent 41.2% of their working hours on
reporting tasks, leaving under 60% for all field activities
combined 5 111,

Table 2. Delivery efficiency comparison: simplified vs. standard administrative procedures

Indicator

Simplified (n=47)

Standard (n=149)

Service delivery efficiency (%) 54.8 431
Farmer visits per month 12.4 7.8
Reporting time (%) 22.6 37.3

Job satisfaction (1-5) 3.2 2.1

Officers under simplified administrative procedures
achieved 27.3% higher delivery efficiency, made 59% more
farm visits per month, spent less time on paperwork (22.6%
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vs. 37.3%), and reported significantly higher job satisfaction
[7,12]
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Bureaucratic Burden Index Score

Fig 1: Scatter plot showing negative correlation between bureaucratic burden index and service delivery efficiency across provincial
extension units

The scatter plot confirms a near-linear inverse relationship
(r -0.97, R?2 = 0.94). Each 10-point increase in

bureaucratic burden corresponded to roughly a 9.3
percentage-point drop in delivery efficiency.
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Fig 2: Schematic representation of bureaucratic bottleneck pathways from farmer demand to service delivery outcomes

Figure 2 maps how four constraint domains converge into
an administrative bottleneck that reduces extension reach,
delays technology transfer, and drives staff demotivation,
ultimately producing low farmer adoption and trust deficit.

Discussion

The results paint a clear picture: administrative dysfunction
is not a background nuisance but a primary driver of
extension underperformance in South Africa & 2. The
correlation between bureaucratic burden and delivery
efficiency (r -0.97) is stronger than what most
organizational studies report, suggesting that in resource-
constrained provincial systems, bureaucracy doesn't just
slow things down it can effectively halt them.
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The procurement delays documented here (averaging 4.7
months) mean that inputs intended for one planting season
regularly arrive too late for the next. This isn't a minor
timing issue; it breaks the synchronization between
extension advice and farming calendars that is the
foundation of effective advisory services [® 8. The staffing
crisis compounds the problem. With vacancy rates
exceeding 36% in two provinces and agent-to-farmer ratios
five times above recommended levels, remaining officers
face workloads that push them toward desk-based reporting
and away from farmer contact 6 11,

The positive results from simplified administrative
procedures offer a path forward. The 27.3% efficiency gain
associated with reduced paperwork requirements suggests
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that procedural reform, even without budget increases, can
meaningfully improve extension output. Similar findings
from Kenya and India support this conclusion [+ 12 131,

Limitations

The cross-sectional design captures a snapshot, not a trend.
Self-reported working time allocation may be subject to
estimation error. Four provinces represent less than half of
South Africa's nine provinces. The simplified procedures
group (n = 47) was smaller than the standard group, limiting
statistical power for subgroup analyses. Future work should
track reform implementation longitudinally across all
provinces.

Conclusion

This research quantified the relationship between
bureaucratic constraints and extension service delivery
across four South African provinces. The findings are stark:
procurement delays averaging 4.7 months, vacancy rates up
to 38.4%, and reporting burdens consuming over a third of
officers' time. The near-perfect negative correlation between
bureaucratic burden and delivery efficiency confirms that
administrative reform is not optional but essential.

Officers working under simplified procedures delivered
27.3% better results, made more farm visits, and reported
higher satisfaction. The message for policy makers is
straightforward: before requesting larger extension budgets,
fix the systems that prevent existing resources from
reaching farmers. Decentralized procurement, merged
reporting frameworks, unfrozen vacancy posts, and digital
workflow tools represent practical starting points that
require political commitment more than additional funding.
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