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“We know that change is required, and as young peop le we come into the municipality to 
drive change but are told by older people who have been in the municipality that ‘this is how 
we work here’ when we know that way of working is p art of the problem”  BEITT Reflections at the 

Steve Biko Centre 

Introduction  
The institutional dimension of municipal work often features an anecdotal analysis about the challenges faced 
by municipal practitioners in achieving transformation. However, it is seldom the focus of thorough research and 
investigation. The rules, written and unwritten, of institutions determine how work is carried out and rewarded. 
One of the ongoing target issues of the Built Environment Integration Task Team (BEITT) is to understand how 
to enable more effective interdepartmental working relationships and practices for integrated project delivery. 
The impact of strong siloed institutional design and bureaucratic hierarchy of cities have been ongoing issues 
raised by the BEITT members in their discussions on the challenges crippling the ability of cites to lead 
integration and spatial transformation. The meeting is convened under the theme ‘institutions and 
intergovernmental relations’ and the focus of the discussion on ‘How institutions shape behaviour’.   

A Ginsberg Grounding 
There were a series of things that contributed to provide a critical grounding to the discussions and activities of 
the meeting. These proved essential to shifting the way that members related to each other and approached 
the discussion and work for the day. 

The venue as a participant 
In keeping with the BEITT venue approach to deliberately confront, in time and space, the places reflective of 
our transformation challenge. The Steve Biko Centre in Ginsberg was the site for this meeting. Besides the 
Centre being physically inspiring, witnessing excellent facilities in the heart of a township, the Steve Biko story 
of immense agency carried out by one man with no resources to challenge the oppressive, racist system of 
apartheid proved apt for grounding the discussion.–The museum created a poignant reminder of the importance 
of reflection and understanding as well as the reiteration of the agency inherent in each human being. 

Underpinning Steve Biko’s legacy is the internal psychological state of those bruised and battered by a system 
that sought to erode self-belief and internalise inferiority. In Biko’s quest to restore self-confidence, retaining 
essential humanity was the underpinning of black excellence. 

MEETING KEY POINTS 

• Our stories need to be told so municipal institutio ns can value and draw on the full experience 
of practitioners 

• KPIs need to be urgently rethought as they currentl y reward the wrong practice and incentivise 
siloed behaviour  

• Enable agency by supporting practitioners and teams  with the room and space to experiment 
and make mistakes in the pursuit to transformation outcomes 

• Social facilitation capacity needs to be built more  deliberately in municipalities to build 
deliberate links to community in project implementa tion, especially for integration projects- not 
only about a single service or product 

• Municipal institutions need to create time and spac e for practitioners to learn from peers and 
reflect on their practice 
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“We continuously strive to embody Steve Biko’s lega cy in 
what we practice”- Steve Biko Centre Director  

This meeting report captures the voices of those who were in attendance 
and their anecdotes. It engages with some key points made and reflects on 
the prominence of the venue and what it means for how we engage in the 
reality of our spaces moving forward.  

How do we learn from the Steve Biko Foundations approach on 

their practice such that we too embody a legacy in our Built 

Environment Practice?  

Hearing Steve Biko’s story and telling our own 
In African culture, it is said that when you enter someone’s home, you must 
first be acknowledged and greeted by your host before you can freely 
engage with the space. The BEITT was met with an informative welcome 
from Kholosa from the Steve Biko Centre, and Foundation. In her 
introduction, she emphasised Steve Biko’s legacy around black excellence 
and the importance of education and community development. The centre 
is bridging the gap between government and the community to support 
events that take place in the community including meetings, a library and 
an amphitheatre for large group gatherings. It is a space for all generations 
to use and to benefit from. The members were asked to reflect and share 
on who they were, where they were from and what work they had left in their 
office space to be present in the meeting. For the majority, the work included 
finalising Built Environment Performance Plans (BEPPs) and financial 
budgets that impacted their work. For some, it was about managing crises 
in the office while being in the meeting space and seeking to find a balance. 
At a more personal level, the travels to King Williams Town also meant that 
some of the members had left their family members in their respective cities 
and were looking forward to seeing them again.  

Dialogue is vital to aligned goals and our purpose for coming together in 
East London. In a dialogue walk through the Centre, members were 
grounded in the topic of discussion and provided an opportunity to connect 
on a human level. The dialogue walk was focused on: “Share how you have 
shaped or been shaped by the institutions and organisations you have 
worked in”. Anchored to the 4 ways of talking and listening, in pairs the 
members were asked to listen attentively for 10 minutes respectively to their 
partners stories and share freely. What came out of this was the revelation 
that many of the practitioners had similar journeys and some stories were 
relatable. This also facilitated the idea of a safe space and neutral 
environment to share on successes and challenges faced within the 
different institutions represented. The dialogue walk provided a strong 
foundation for the day’s conversations, unearthing different issues in 
institutions, the need for agency and the ways in which institutions could 
affect actions and outcomes for integrated development. Having had the 
experience and opportunity to express their stories, one of the participants 
expressed that ‘it is important for us to tell our stories’.  
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Working together in the [Race] of Life 
In between sessions,  the team were taken through an activity that would create an opportunity to reflect on 
their journey and life privileges. The activity encouraged participants to  reflect on how their circumstances may 
have shaped their reality but also how much people had overcome to occupy the municipal positions that they 
currently do. The purpose of this activity was to demonstrate how social identifiers that are out of participants’ 
control have affected their privilege and the rights of members of their community. The activity began with all 
the members standing side by side. They were then asked to take a step forwards or backwards according to 
the following questions and statements made by the facilitator: 

• Did you have access to technology and computers growing up? If yes take a step forward 
• Did you go on family holidays growing up? If yes take a step forward 
• Does your income support your nuclear family or your extended family? If a nuclear family take a step 

forward if extended family take a step back. 
• Do you know anyone in your immediate family who has been raped or sexually abused? If yes take a 

step backward 
• Have you ever known what it is like to go without food and feel hunger? If yes take a step back 

 
The exercise engaged the members and provided a vivid reflection on the variance in backgrounds faced 
amongst the task team members. A simple exercise that surfaced a depth of reflection that enabled a different 
perspective on the discussion that followed.  

Reflections on the state of city institutions 
The race of life reminded many why they had chosen a career in public service and development and resulted 
in an honest reflection of the state of practice in city institutions. For most, the reason for being a city practitioner 
came from their lived experiences – what it meant (and means for so many)growing up in a highly unequal, 
violent and segregated society. The race of life also began to guide the conversation to the importance of agency 
and practitioners’ role in their institutions, and why it is critical that we continue to interrogate institutional 
systems. 

The institution does not allow us to bring our full selves to work 
For the majority of the built environment practitioners, their upbringing and previous disadvantage led them to 
become people who wanted to change their livelihoods and more importantly, the communities they were 
brought up in. The session also began to discuss the Inclusionary housing policy passed by the City of 
Johannesburg and the impact it could have on built environment development practices. The team was able to 

Figure 2: The four ways of talking and listening (thesystemsthinker.com/the-potential-
of-talking-and-the-challenge-of-listening/) 
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share their different perspectives around the topic and gain a better understanding for the challenges around 
the impact of spatial transformation through inclusionary housing. Although considered a positive move towards 
transformation, the debate considered the resistance towards the policy – including not in my backyard (NIMBY) 
expressions – from some members due to their personal experiences and wanting to move into suburban areas, 
“I don’t mind dealing with pain but from an arm’s length” is a sentiment shared by one of the practitioners on the 
idea of inclusionary housing and how it is realised in more affluent areas.  

“It's not about race or class, rather it is about m y own inability to confront the pain I 
associate with life in the township that I left beh ind”  

“Most of the objections we faced to inclusion were from black people living in 
suburbs” 

It prompted the group to question whether we are not missing the provision of critical support in municipal 
institutions- how do municipal governments value the full extent of practitioner’s life experience and support 
practitioners on the deep trauma that individuals bring into the organisations based on their lived reality that 
prevent decisions being taken to drive transformation?  

The race of life also began to unpack the impact of everyday experiences and how they shape our outlook on 
life. This ranged from the kind of transport one uses to travel in the city, opportunities to attend good schooling 
systems in a pressingly divided society, ease of access to amenities and other development spaces. This was 
particularly important because the statements and questions that had been asked by our facilitator was 
personalised for many, filled with much emotion and self-reflection. The sense of agency we hold as people in 
these spaces is important because at times, built environment practitioners are responsible for the development 
and transformation of communities and their quality of life. Although this may feel overwhelming, it is a truth 
which needs to be taken seriously and with compassion for each other. A point that was made is that our 
institutions don’t create spaces of compassion for us as practitioners. 

KPIs reward the wrong performance 
A recurring limitation that came up was that of Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) and how individuals were 
measured on their projects and the subsequent outcomes and results of delivered projects “we are measured 
on the deliverable rather than the impact of the deliverable”. Some of the conversations that came out 
considered the challenges of what feels like a system inertia, indoctrinating practitioners and other individuals 
into a system of “this is how we do it here” rather than seeking alternative practices. It was also noted that there 
is a lack of empathy in institutions with little to “no generative conversation”. As mentioned by some of the 
practitioners, there is a sense that people are rewarded for the wrong deliveries of their mandates – with 
institutions retracting budgets when teams are iterating their plans and giving money to projects entirely for the 
sake of the money being spent. The workshop also provided the team with an opportunity to outline their 
preferred operations of the institutions they worked in   

 “How do I use my individual agency to shift the 
institutional thinking. This task team has reminded 

me that I’m an individual and that no matter how big 
the organization may be, I have a role to play and so, 
I’ll use my strengths (age, adaptability, flexibility and 

capability) to consistently channel the city to what I’ve 
been exposed to here”  

[Gcinekile Luthuli, Ethekwini Municipality] 
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“we are measured on the deliverable rather than the  impact of the deliverable” 

 “performance is based on whether we have spent the  budget” 

“we are told “we will take your money away and give  it to those who can spend it””  

Agency and the Institution  
Institutions have the ability to mould individuals within an organisation. The distinction between the impact of 
institutions and the impact of the individual was at the core of the day’s discussion. This was made even more 
prominent by the venue and the legacy that Steve Biko has entrenched in South Africa’s history. As individuals, 
we are encouraged to be aware of and use our agency to make an impact in society. What came out of the 
workshop discussion is that often, practitioners go into municipal government with the plan to change and 
transform the institution and with much excitement. The reality of this is that it is the institution that often changes 
the practitioners and moulds them into the system – “we are perfecting the system rather than changing it” 
succinctly notes the sentiments from the discussion. Rather than capacitate individuals, institutions and 
intergovernmental relations impose their rules and regulations on individuals, making it difficult to deliver 
projects that have been deeply engaged with through practitioner collaborations, integrated practices and 
positive outcomes. This system is subsequently strained by both 
internal and external processes and factors that influence the everyday 
operations of institutions. Municipal practitioners need to be given the 
room to experiment and make mistakes to achieve different outcomes. 
The agency of individuals needs to be harnessed towards transformed 
outcomes. To this end the detrimental impacts of the continued 
breakdown of the political- administrative interface were once again a 
feature of the discussion.  

“we are perfecting the system rather than changing it” 

“it’s hard to stay motivated when there is politica l- 
administrative breakdown”  

“If we are honest with ourselves, what have we real ly 
done in 20 years?”  

Reflection and learning is essential 
One of the most valued aspects of the BEITT meetings is the space and time for practitioners to take a step 
back and reflect. This meeting took place at a time when Built Environment Performance Plans (BEPPs) were 
due for submission to the National Treasury at the end of March. Some practitioners were unable to attend the 
meeting due to the interdepartmental challenges associated with preparing the BEPP. Others who attended the 
meeting noted the pressures they left behind in BEPP preparation amongst other pressures with many 
participants having to juggle work pressure and being present in the meeting. There were further comments as 
we moved through the programme that ‘we need more time to engage the issues fully’ but the reality is no one 
has the time. From an institutional perspective it is clear that reflection and learning needs to be deliberately 
built into the rhythm and performance of municipal practice. Currently, practitioners seem to be moving from 
one urgent matter to the next without adequate time to reflect and take stock.   

 

  

 

 

 

“What can I do? Keep looking for 
better ways to work. Keep 

presenting best practice examples 
to the rest of the JDA. Protect the 

research function in the JDA. 
Rally the troops across the line 

departments for any spatial 
project and hold the outcome. Be 

patient”  

[Yasmeen Dinath, Johannesburg 
Development Agency] 
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“I leave behind a team who is having to pull togeth er 
an urgent budget submission, but I am here, and I 

want to be here fully, hopefully I will find all ok  when I 
get back, but I know that the city will not fall ap art 

while I am here” 

“We need more time”  

The importance of  peer to peer learning as an active way to build 
strong, functional networks and rejuvenate energies and commitment 
was expressed a number of times through the course of the day. The 
importance of finding time to reflect, learn and build networks was 
lamented and there was a shared view that practitioners are not 
afforded this opportunity often enough.   

Institutions that consistently 

deliver end user value 
The group shifted towards identifying a set of steps that needed to 
be taken to improve the institutional performance. It was articulated that the objective of all the work is to 
consistently  deliver end user value. The work of the group identified that to begin building institutions to 
enable the consistent delivery of value to people living in cities, they would need to:  

1) Invest in ability for communities to define valu e and for municipal processes to drive meaningful 
participation through enhanced social facilitation resources and capacity.  

Co-produce, Co-design, Co-deliver 

2) Promote and prioritize learning to support capac ity building, networking and rejuvenating 
practitioners’ energy in challenging institutional environments 

Peer-to-peer learning & network building 

3) Urgently rethink performance measures and reward s to promote transversal management and 
alignment to shared outcomes across departments- so  that there is a shared and linked KPI 
process promoting end user value.  

Assessment or performance rewards for transversality in management 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Textbox: Transversal Management Work 
The National Treasury City Support programme had provided a series of Transversal Management diagnostics and 
strategy workshops throughout cities over the course of the past year. The findings of the report lamented the highly 
vertical nature of South African cities institutional ‘rules’. The matrix management institute methodology, used in the 
project, categorized each of the South African cities as the highest level of vertical organization: leadership is of a 
command and control style; organisation priorities are determined at an individual departmental level and 
collaboration among departments on projects is weak. This is a core aspect of understanding the challenges posed 
by the rules of the institution to implementing integrated built environment projects in practice. This is something the 
BEITT is interrogating more prominently in the set of BEI project practice case studies as well as a research piece 
outlining the rules at play in municipalities that impact on behaviour. Work towards this has already begun in cities 
and it will be an important movement for the BEITT to continue to monitor and evaluate towards 2021. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I believe building awareness is the 
primary step in approaching any 

problem. In most instances, people don’t 
even recognize or are aware of what 
they are in the institution, what they 

mean to the institution, what their action 
mean/translate to for the institution. 

Building knowledge of self/purpose and 
how one action can effect/affect change 

is important” 

[Thandeka Mlaza-Lloyd, City of Joburg] 
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Conclusion  
“It is better to die for an idea that will live, than to live for an idea that will die” these are the words of Bantu 
Stephen Biko, the anti-apartheid activist and leader of the Black Consciousness Movement. These words begin 
to consider the role of practitioners in the spaces they work, the impact they have, and the outcomes of projects 
delivered for communities across South Africa.  There is a growing strength in the collective voice of the BEITT, 
with more members sharing their stories with their colleagues and sharing resources that they have collated 
under the banner of the task team. A point on the interface of politics was that politics is an ever-present variable 
in the built environment space. A reflective question was posed – “who is determining our direction and the way 
we shape our cities?” – for the practitioners to deliberate over before heading back to their institutions and 
continuing with the work they had left behind to be part of the collective. 18 years later and we still struggle to 
measure the important aspects of our work . It is clear that institutional transformation, and in particular a shift 
in the rules  of operation, is an important enabler to shifting the lived experience for people living in our cities. 
This meeting uncovered some of the aspects not often discussed when thinking about the role of the institution 
and provided substance to the more typical discussion points like KPIs and the importance of learning and 
reflection. The meetings final reflections highlighted the sense amongst the group of the of the agency they 
posses in driving change within their institutions.    
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Event Quality Feedback  
What was the high point of the Reference Group?  

 The different new voices that came through was Refreshing.  
 How Rehana’s influence have individual in the development space - political discrimination interface. 
 Understanding that other cities have the same challenges as ours and that various options have been 

explored which we can also explore. 
 The level of participation and engagement. 
 Tackling real institutional challenges. 
 Reflection on political report.  
 Reflections on our actual work environment. 
 Realising realities from the race of life activity. 
 Getting all our ideas down.  
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 Love the range of issues. 
 My highest point today was the realisation that despite our problems I am around an optimistic group of 

people that are for change. 
 

Do you have any general comments for the organisers  on how to improve future events?  

 The reports are useful when concluded earlier before we forget. 
 More time or days to be allocated for lesson. 
 Maybe record the session if possible. 
 Provide more time on certain topics. 
 Maybe a set of questions as provocations - upfront. 
 I am happy about the event, it always is interactive and sparks conversations of value. 
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7 Madumo Dennis City of Tshwane Director dennisma@tshwane.gov.za 0722537215 0123581529 

8 Mlaza- Lloyd Thandeka City of Joburg Assistant 

Director 

thandekamla@joburg.org.za 0817240429 0114076936 

9 Moosajee Rehana The Barefoot Facilitator Consultant rehana@thebarefootfacilitator.co.za 0837860882 
 

10 Mthimkulu Noluthando South African Cities 

Network 

Intern noluthando@sacities.net 0670657524; 

0812507485 

0114076691 

11 Njezula Luncedo South African Cities 

Network 

Executive 

Manager 

luncedo@sacities.net 0796603298 0114076409 

12 Raboshakga Eric City of Joburg Acting Director ericr@joburg.org.za 0814727889 0114076904 
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