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To understand the true power of the 

Presidency of the South African Football 

Association (SAFA), one must begin not with 

statutes or organisational charts, but with 

history — lived, contested, and deeply 

emotional history. 

Football in South Africa is not just a sport. It 

is a cultural force, a political instrument, and, 

for millions, a language of identity and 

belonging. 

Long before boardrooms and sponsorship 

deals, football was played in dusty 

townships, on uneven fields, under 

conditions of exclusion and oppression. 

During apartheid, the game became more 

than recreation — it became resistance. Non-

racial football structures emerged in defiance 

of segregation, carrying with them the values 

of unity, dignity, and equality. The struggle 

for recognition in global football mirrored the 

broader struggle for liberation. 

In that sense, SAFA is not just an 

organisation. It is the institutional heir to a 

movement. 

The Weight of a Nation’s Passion 

Today, football remains the most widely 

played and followed sport in South Africa. Its 

reach cuts across class, language, and 

geography. From informal community 

leagues to packed stadiums, from radio 

commentary in rural areas to heated debates 

in urban taxis, football lives in the daily 

rhythm of the country. 

It is, quite simply, the people’s game. 

With this comes a profound emotional 

investment. Victories are celebrated 

collectively; failures are felt deeply. Players 

become symbols. Administrators, whether 

they realise it or not, become custodians of 

something far larger than an organisation. 

And at the apex of this structure sits the 

SAFA President. 

Leadership in a Cultural Institution 

The SAFA President is often described as a 

non-executive office bearer. This is 

technically correct. The role does not involve 
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full-time operational management. It does 

not resemble the position of a corporate CEO. 

But this description is misleading if taken at 

face value. 

Because leadership in SAFA is not merely 

administrative — it is cultural and political. 

The President represents the face of South 

African football; the voice of the game in 

national discourse; the link between the 

country and global football institutions 

In a society where football carries deep 

historical and emotional meaning, this 

representation carries significant weight. The 

office commands visibility, access, and, 

importantly, respect. 

Status Rooted in History and Reach 

The authority of the SAFA President cannot 

be separated from the stature of the game 

itself. 

To lead football in South Africa is to stand at 

the intersection of sport and politics; 

community and commerce, local identity and 

global recognition. 

The President engages with government, 

sponsors, and international bodies. He or she 

participates in continental and global football 

forums, where decisions affecting the future 

of the game are shaped. 

This positioning confers a form of influence 

that extends beyond formal powers. It is a 

kind of soft authority, rooted in the symbolic 

importance of football in South African life. 

The Subtle Architecture of Power 

Formally, the President chairs key SAFA 

structures, including the National Executive 

Committee and Congress. These roles 

provide procedural authority — control over 

meetings, agendas, and, in some cases, 

casting votes. 

But the real influence of the office lies in 

what might be called the architecture of 

relationships. 

Football governance operates through a 

network of Regional associations, influential 

committees and sub-committees and 

international connections through FIFA, 

CAF and COSAFA. 

At the centre of these networks, the President 

becomes a focal point. 

Over time, this positioning allows for 

influence that is rarely direct, if not abused, 

but often decisive. 

Patronage in Context 

In a system as expansive and interconnected 

as South African football, opportunities 

matter. 

These include appointments to committees; 

inclusion in delegations to international 

events; and representation in continental and 

global structures. 

Such opportunities carry tangible and 

intangible benefits — exposure, experience, 

recognition, and, as of late, significant 

financial value. 

The ability to influence access to these 

opportunities constitutes what is commonly 

referred to as patronage. 

In the South African context, patronage must 

be understood carefully. It exists not in 

isolation, but within a broader political 

culture shaped by history, inequality, and the 
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ongoing struggle to build equitable 

institutions. 

The Promise of Ethical Leadership 

Used responsibly, the influence attached to 

the SAFA Presidency can be transformative. 

It can: 

 Elevate capable and ethical leaders 

within the game 

 Strengthen development structures in 

underserved areas 

 Promote inclusivity and fairness 

 Position South African football as a 

respected voice globally 

In this form, leadership becomes an extension 

of the values that defined football’s role in the 

anti-apartheid struggle: fairness, dignity, and 

unity. 

 

 

The Risk of Institutional Drift 

But the same structures that enable positive 

leadership also create vulnerabilities. 

If patronage is used to reward loyalty rather 

than competence, the consequences can be 

severe. Governance structures may weaken; 

accountability may erode, and critical voices 

may be marginalised. 

In such circumstances, the organisation risks 

drifting away from its foundational values. 

The game, which once united people in 

pursuit of justice and equality, can become 

entangled in internal power struggles. 

This is not merely an administrative problem. 

It is a cultural one because when governance 

falters in an institution as central as SAFA, 

the impact is felt far beyond its offices. It 

touches communities, supporters, and the 

broader national psyche. 

A Higher Standard Is Required 

It is precisely because football occupies such 

a central place in South African life that its 

governance must meet the highest standards. 

The leadership of SAFA is not simply 

managing an organisation — it is 

safeguarding a national asset with great 

cultural significance. 

This requires transparency in decision-

making; accountability at all levels; clear 

separation between influence and control; 

and a commitment to principles over 

personalities. 

International football bodies increasingly 

emphasise these standards. But in South 

Africa, the imperative is even stronger, 

because of the unique historical and cultural 

significance of the game. 
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The Burden of the Office 

The Presidency of SAFA is, therefore, more 

than a position of influence. It is a position of 

responsibility. 

It carries the legacy of a struggle; the hopes 

of millions, and the trust of communities 

across the country 

To occupy this office is to inherit not just 

authority, but expectation. 

Power With Purpose 

The true power of the SAFA President lies 

not in formal authority, but in the ability to 

shape the direction of a sport that means 

everything to so many. 

It is a power rooted in history, amplified by 

culture, and sustained by relationships. 

Handled with integrity, it can advance the 

game and honour its legacy. Handled poorly, 

it can undermine both. 

In the end, the question is not whether the 

SAFA Presidency is powerful. 

It is whether that power is exercised with the 

wisdom, humility, and ethical clarity that 

South African football — and the people who 

love it — so richly deserve. 
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