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COLLABORATION AND PARTNERSHIP: WORKING TOWARDS TRANSFORMED, INCLUSIVE AND SUSTAINABLE CITIES

INTRODUCTION

After 20 years of democracy, despite government’s many 

initiatives to drive integration, South Africa’s urban spatial 

development patterns remain largely unchanged, inequality levels 

are constant and social vulnerability is spatially entrenched in 

apartheid planning logic. Zanemvula  SEE BOX 2  exemplifies 

the many well-intentioned government projects that have sought 

to transform human settlements into vibrant, humane and 

liveable neighbourhoods for communities. Fifteen years after 

being launched as a presidential priority project, Zanemvula 

remains a community in distress with houses and basic services, 

but no schools, no notable social and community facilities, 

poor transport links, high rates of unemployment and tense 

community politics that undermine the building of social capital 

(SACN, 2020a). Perhaps more alarming, Zanemvula is still labelled 

as a government ‘priority’ and is firmly part of the municipality’s 

Built Environment Performance Plan (BEPP).

Zanemvula is not an isolated story. A similar fragmented approach 

to  built environment delivery is found across government, 

highlighting the breakdown in intergovernmental cooperation and 

a failure to work meaningfully with communities. Yet South Africa’s 

policy framework is clear about the need for spatial transformation, 

as shown in the National Development Plan (NDP) and the Integrated 

Urban Development Framework (IUDF), which emphasises the 

importance of an all-of-society approach (COGTA, 2016). The need 

for participatory democracy and intergovernmental cooperation 

is embedded in South Africa’s Constitution and subsequent 

legislation, polices, strategies and plans.

Government has started many initiatives to improve delivery and 

drive integration, including efforts at policy and structural reform, 

capacity building and operational support programmes. Multiple 

initiatives have been put in place with the intention of supporting 

municipalities and improving their capacity to deliver. They include 

presidential and ministerial priority projects, catalytic projects, 

catalytic land development projects and mayoral projects. 

Operational support structures have been established, such as 

war rooms, project steering committees and working groups, 

mayoral project offices, special project task teams, joint planning or 

intermodal planning committees and the planning alignment task 

team. The most recent intergovernmental coordination mechanism 

is the District Development Model (DDM), which highlights the 

inability of any previous efforts to address cooperation. 

Examples of national government initiatives 
affecting built environment delivery: 

• DEPARTMENT OF COOPERATIVE 
GOVERNANCE (COGTA): 
the IUDF, Back to Basics Programme 
and the Municipal Infrastructure 
Support Agency (MISA).

• DEPARTMENT OF HIGHER 
EDUCATION AND TRAINING (DHET): 
The Local Government Sector 
Education and Training Authority 
(SETA).

• DEPARTMENT OF RURAL 
DEVELOPMENT AND LAND  
REFORM (DRDLR): 
The Spatial Planning and Land Use 
Management Act (SPLUMA).

• NATIONAL TREASURY (NT): 
The City Support Programme (CSP), 
the CSP’s annual Executive Leadership 
Course, the BEPP, the Municipal 
Standard Charter of Accounts and the 
City Budget Forum. 

• THE PRESIDENCY: 
The Presidential Advisory Panel on 
Land Reform and Agriculture. 
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The previous State of Cities Report (SOCR) contains a chapter on “The Spatial Transformation 

of South Africa’s Cities”, which takes a deep dive into the nature of spatial inequality, and 

outlines the context and nuances of urban spatial dynamics (SACN, 2016). It focuses on the 

built environment, with a specific look at land, human settlements and public transport as 

the three main vehicles through which to achieve spatial transformation. The chapter makes 

recommendations for what might be required to transform South African cities and points 

out that transforming space also requires transforming politics and power, institutions and 

intergovernmental relations, and management and capacity, as “the transformation of space is 

fundamentally linked to other key structural transformations: of institutions, capacity building, 

and the reconfiguration of power and influence” (Williams, 2000). 

The departure point for this chapter is the idea that spatial transformation is dependent on the 

governance capacity of the municipal institution. The chapter does not attempt to prove that 

spatial transformation is not taking place at the desired rate, an issue that was covered in the 

2016 report, but interrogates the link between the slow spatial transformation in cities and the 

institutional governance capability for collaborative, dynamic and innovative practice. It builds 

on the recommendations of the 2016 SOCR and reflects on the additional complexity in the 

governance system since 2016, as a result of political coalitions leading multiple metropolitan 

municipalities in South Africa. 

Misdiagnosis of the real problems
On paper, cities seem central to spatial delivery, but in practice they are peripheral and unable 

to deliver on spatially targeted infrastructure and projects, whether working alone or with other 

government sectors, let alone with all-of-society. To enable cities to drive spatial transformation 

requires understanding the root causes of the gap between policy and practice and shifting 

perspectives to chart a way forward. 

Like many governments in developing countries, South Africa is stuck in a “capability trap”, 

unable to “perform the tasks asked of them, and doing the same thing day after day is not 

improving the situation; indeed, it is usually only making things worse” (Andrews et al., 2017: 10). 

The result is little to show despite the time, money and effort spent. Central to the idea of being 

stuck in the capability trap is a constant misdiagnosis of the real problems. In South Africa, the 

problem is often viewed as weak municipal capacity, which is frequently reduced to poor human 

capacity and skills. In other words, there is a common perception that municipalities lack the 

skills or people needed to get the job done. 

An important distinction to make here is between ‘capacity’ and ‘capability’ which are often used 

interchangeably. In this context, ‘capacity’ refers to what a person can do in a standardised, 

controlled environment, whereas ‘capability’ refers to what a person can do in their daily 

environment. Often the problem is assumed to be a lack of ‘capacity’, suggesting that skills and 

training would be required to upskill a certain individual or team, without understanding that the 

problem might have more to do with the organisational environment and its effect on individuals 

to reach their full potential.
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This assumption results in two problematic responses: 

• Engaging technical ‘experts’ who do not work in the municipal environment, do not fully 

understand the institutional dynamics, and duplicate work or usurp roles, exacerbating 

the lack of clarity of roles and responsibilities (Palmer et al., 2017). National government’s 

Back to Basics programme takes this view, noting that municipalities need strong 

administrative systems and processes, as well as “competent and committed people 

whose performance is closely monitored” and the provision of “targeted and measurable 

training and capacity building” (COGTA, 2016: 12). 

• The introduction of new tools and processes aimed at ‘helping’ municipalities get their 

work done, often aligned to grant funding. This results in municipalities becoming 

distracted from tackling existing challenges by having to administer additional processes 

that originate from elsewhere. 

Focusing on implementation is critical to getting out of the capability trap (Andrews et al., 2017), 

but too often the resultant reforms focus on policy, programmes and projects, rather than on 

whether or not the desired outcomes are being achieved. These outcomes depend on how well 

the policy, programme or project is implemented, which is determined by the “capability for 

implementation” (ibid: 31). 

The Built Environment Integration Task Team 
In 2017, the SACN re-established the Built Environment 

Integration Task Team (BEITT), as a core pillar of its built 

environment programme of work 2017–2021, to diagnose 

better the policy–practice gap and low implementation 

capability. The aim of the BEITT is to understand the realities of municipal built environment 

practice (how things actually work) and to start to shift built environment practices. The BEITT 

comprises city practitioners, who provide a sound institutional basis for research and ideas, 

as well as representatives from COGTA, National Treasury’s CSP and funding partners — the 

French Development Agency (AFD) and the Development Bank of Southern Africa (DBSA).

The BEITT’s objectives are: 

• To formulate a collective city voice on issues of built environment integration and spatial 

transformation that is led by city practitioners and rooted in their lived experiences. 

• To deepen the collective understanding of practice through case studies, thereby creating 

a repository of city experiences and practitioner voices to shape the discourse on spatial 

transformation. 

• To continuously improve built environment practice in cities, by using a collective 

understanding of practice as shaped by the case studies and experiences. 

built environment 
integration
T A S K  T E A M
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The BEITT brings together city officials to focus on shared learning and qualitative outcomes, 

rather than focusing on policy and planning intent, with the aim of finding practitioner-generated 

solutions, sharing experiences and practices, and shifting urban governance practice in a multi-

disciplinary manner.

The organisational and institutional focus areas that have emerged from the work of the BEITT 

provide the basis for this chapter. The chapter is, therefore, not a normative critique on the 

spatial transformation agenda in South Africa (this is covered in the 2011 SOCR and 2016 

SOCR) but explores the governance systems that inhibit or enable spatial transformation. 

The spatial transformation ‘game’ is complex
Spatial transformation is a complex, ambitious goal. It involves many stakeholders operating 

at different scales who have competing ideologies and disconnected resources, but seldom 

the same goal. In South Africa, the reality is that the approach to spatial transformation has 

failed. It has failed to generate the systems capabilities for dynamic management capacity and 

highly skilled personnel to drive transformation. It has failed to intervene in the power dynamics 

that govern how decisions are taken and the political reality at play in city value chains. It has 

failed to grapple with power imbalances and breakdown in cooperation across government 

and between government and communities. The devolution of built environment housing 

and transport functions, which is central for addressing some of the power imbalances, has 

regressed, while national politics has undermined local government-led spatial transformation. 

SPLUMA was intended to be a ‘game changer’, as it devolves spatial planning and land-use 

management power to the local level. However, little has changed materially (SACN, 2017a) – as 

one municipal practitioner said, with SPLUMA “we have changed the bottle and not the wine” 

Moonsammy, 2018).

Rules are foundational in any game, but the rules of the spatial transformation game are 

unclear, complex and challenging to navigate. The Citopoly game1 illustrates how the rules 

of government prioritise administrative compliance over working with and meeting community 

needs  SEE BOX 1 . Citopoly emerged from a BEITT research project, which investigated the 

practices and behaviours experienced by practitioners when implementing projects. The game 

was developed as a way to disseminate the research findings. It reveals the tension between 

practices that build organisational value and practices that build broader societal value, and 

how institutional practices are out of touch with community needs. The result is that project 

implementation compromises on delivering societal value to communities in the pursuit of 

delivering organisational value through compliance (SACN, 2020a). This is not to say that 

compliance is not important, but rather highlights the fact that the mechanisms, procedures and 

approaches in place are not focused on delivering policy impact. The perception is that these 

entrenched rules cannot be changed, and yet they are completely man-made. 

1 https://www.sacities.net/citopoly-2/

https://www.sacities.net/citopoly-2/
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BOX 1 CITOPOLY

Citopoly demonstrates the constant tension between 
practices that build organisational value and practices 
that build broader societal value and performance. 

The idea for Citopoly was born out of experimenting with ways of 
getting city practitioners more engaged in knowledge generation 
and application. The BEITT research into the implementation of built 
environment projects included extensive interviews with city 
practitioners, which produced many rich quotations illustrating the 
reality of built environment practices in cities. The team decided to 
explore gaming as a fun and interactive way to share the research 
insights and make use of the quotations. And so Citopoly was born. 
The verbatim quotations are the basis of a game that illustrates the 
conundrum faced by city practitioners, to build either organisational 
value or societal value. The team assigned specific consequences 
for gaining or losing value, as expressed in the quotations.

The first official playing of the Citopoly prototype took place at the BEITT’s Earthrise Mountain Lodge retreat 
and was followed by a series of prototype games played with built environment practitioners in Johannesburg, 
Tshwane, eThekwini and Nelson Mandela Bay, as well as the National Treasury’s CSP team. The Citopoly 
game went into design and production and was officially launched in February 2020 in Nelson Mandela Bay. 
Further sessions were held with the Western Cape Government and the University of Cape Town (UCT), 
eThekwini, South African Local Government Association (SALGA), the Johannesburg Development Agency 
(JDA) and the International Society of City and Regional Planners (ISOCARP). 

With the onset of COVID-19, a virtual version of Citopoly was produced and played at the virtual Urban 
Festival in October 2020. Going virtual has enabled the team to improve and to expand the reach of Citopoly. 
For instance, Citopoly was played at the International Local Government for Sustainability (ICLEI’s) RISE 
Africa Action festival, which brought together urban development practitioners and civil society actors from 
African cities to engage with urban challenges. A follow-up session was held to explore other ways of using 
the game to facilitate conversations and community engagements. Although the main drawcard is the game 
and its methodology, sharing Citopoly also helps others to find interesting ways of using gamification to 
disseminate knowledge and facilitate conversations aimed at understanding what is hampering spatial 
transformation in cities. 

The rules of the game
Institutions are the rules of the game. They are the structural forces that shape human behaviour and 

represent both the formal and informal rules at play (North, 1990). The formal rules are established by 

the legal system as underpinned by the Constitution of South Africa  SEE CHAPTER 1: GOVERNINGO 

OSOUTH AFRICAN CITIES , while informal rules refer to the norms and power dynamics that result in 

unwritten agreements and ways of working. As in any game, the formal and informal rules are at play 

with each other, simultaneously and constantly changing; and if the rules are not clear, knowing what 

to do is very challenging.



STATE OF SOUTH AFRICAN CITIES 2021178

FIGURE 1: The rules of the game

COOPERATIVE 
GOVERNANCE

PROVINCIAL 
GOVERNMENT

NATIONAL 
GOVERNMENT

Communities

Business

NGOs

Academia

CBOs

ALL-OF-SOCIETY

MUNICIPALITY

D D

D D

What is going on 
inside municipalities 

and what is shaping the 
behaviours to generate 

current spatial 
transformation 

outcomes?

INSTITUTIONAL ENVIRONMENT

Urban systems are made up of complex interactions between rules and people at multiple scales, 

and yet the institutional environment that governs how decisions are made and how work gets done 

is not well understood. To understand what is going on in practice, the rules that shape behaviour 

in the built environment space need to be understood in relation to cooperative governance and an  

all-of-society approach. Having government spheres working well together and partnering effectively 

with different sectors of society is central to achieving spatial transformation outcomes. The rules of 

the game offer a way to start mapping and making sense of what is informing the current state of play, 

i.e., what is going on in terms of cooperative governance and an all-of-society approach within the built 

environment. They provide an in-depth and complex view of urban governance issues that are hindering 

spatial transformation, through exploring the complexities of devolution, transversal management, 

administrative/political interface, and participation and conflict with communities and stakeholders. 

This chapter provides a perspective on what is going on in built environment practice, informed by 

the experience of city practitioners, highlighting the human passion and capability driving spatial 

transformation, as well as the systemic issues that get in the way. The quotations are from various 

BEITT meetings and engagements. After providing an overview of the state of play, the chapter 

looks at disabling institutional and organisational rules that hinder city practitioners from solving built 

environment challenges, and then provides some rays of hope by highlighting some inspired practices. 

It concludes with recommendations for changing and introducing new rules for the game, aimed at 

improving cooperative governance and all-of-society collaboration to achieve spatial transformation. 
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THE CURRENT STATE OF PLAY

The previous SOCR argued that power and politics, institutions and intergovernmental relations, and 

management capacity and skills affect the achievement of spatial transformation and need further 

investigation (SACN, 2016). It called for an improved enabling environment, where cities would 

be central to unlocking an all-of-society perspective (ibid). However, the reality is that cities have 

struggled to steady their own ships during the 2016–2021 term of office, in the face of considerable 

shifts in political dynamics and increased uncertainty and volatility in the operating environment, as 

demonstrated by the water crises and most recently the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Over and above everything else there needs to be consistency. But 

nothing in local government is consistent. We don’t even have the 

5 years we normally have for a consistent vision. With multi-party 

government changes, how do we root ourselves in an environment 

that keeps changing our feet?2 

Cities are operating in turbulence, which appears to be the ‘new 

normal’ for public sector organisations and institutions across the 

world. Turbulence can result from (Ansel & Trondal, 2018):

• The external environment, such as droughts, disasters, rapidly 

changing technology or health pandemics, such as COVID-19.

• The organisation, “through factional conflict, staff turnover, 

conflicting rules, internal reform, complex operations, and so on” 

(ibid: 46), such as the impact of coalition arrangements on the 

operations of metros since 2016. 

• The negative impact that ‘doing the right thing’ at one level may 

have on another level. Examples include the reporting burden 

placed on cities due to national government’s policy reform 

(Palmer et al., 2017; SALRC, 2019) and the rise of “gangster-

based business forums” demanding (for example) 30% of the 

tender value in response to local economic empowerment drives.3 

Governing in turbulence to implement a spatial transformation agenda is not an easy feat, as 

acknowledged in much of the BEITT’s programme of work. And yet every year billions of rands of 

investment is channelled into reform and support initiatives and into delivering built environment 

projects, as highlighted in the introduction. Much of the BEITT’s work has been about unpacking 

the substantive aspects of what it means to ‘operate in turbulence’ and exploring how to improve 

the ability of municipalities to focus firmly on development within communities, through examining 

practices in relation to cooperative governance and all-of-society approaches.

2	 Quote	from	a	BEITT	member	(2020)
3	 Comment	made	at	the	Tshwane	Property	Seminar	(2019)	https://www.tshwane.gov.za/Lists/CurrentNewsHome/CustomDispForm.aspx?ID=461&Content-

TypeId=0x0100348F2425A35F3045BF18657362861A62

POWER AND POLITICS

This chapter does not cover the flows 
of resources through municipalities for 

the delivery of infrastructure and 
services. The deep and problematic 
connection to the funding of political 
parties is common knowledge among 
practitioners and political players in 

municipalities. This is a web that 
requires unravelling and raises real 
questions about the extent to which 
the political logic that underpins the 
functioning of local government are 
really aligned to the developmental 

intentions and ambitions upon which 
the municipal system was built.

https://www.tshwane.gov.za/Lists/CurrentNewsHome/CustomDispForm.aspx?ID=461&ContentTypeId=0x0100348F2425A35F3045BF18657362861A62
https://www.tshwane.gov.za/Lists/CurrentNewsHome/CustomDispForm.aspx?ID=461&ContentTypeId=0x0100348F2425A35F3045BF18657362861A62
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The quality of cooperation is not measured
The intergovernmental system is failing to foster cooperation because no-one is monitoring and 

measuring cooperative behaviour across government spheres. The Intergovernmental Relations Act 

(No. 13 of 2005) establishes “a complex set of statutory forums”, which have not been successful 

because of a lack of political commitment to these structures (Palmer et al., 2017: 64) and technical 

deficits, largely within provincial and national government departments that are unable to provide 

the necessary regulatory service and support to local government. Intergovernmental cooperation 

tends to focus on the letter of the law (legal structures and requirements that must be met) rather 

than the spirit of the law (ethos and mindset that inform practice), and yet “being the proud owners of 

a Constitution such as we have, without working to implement its spirit, is actually quite futile”.4 The 

focus is on measuring or monitoring expenditure and outputs, not on the quality of intergovernmental 

cooperation. Yet expenditure and outputs exist in sector silos, meaning that the department responsible 

for the project budget is measured on its own priorities rather than on the other components required 

for spatial transformation. These components include housing choices, mobility choices (to improve 

access), economic opportunities (to improve people’s livelihoods) and land uses that encourage 

integrated and inclusive neighbourhoods. 

The cases of Zanemvula and Cornubia  SEE BOX 2  illustrate the negative impacts on spatial 

transformation efforts when government operates in silos and relies on ineffective intergovernmental 

relations (SACN, 2020a). Both are presidential priority projects and have received extensive resources. 

In both cases, the same political party governed the three spheres of government responsible for 

delivering both projects for many of their life cycles. Neither project can be considered an example of 

a sustainable human settlement, and yet both were deemed successful because the lead government 

department or agency had met its specific mandate of building housing units and spending its 

budget. Zanemvula is a national project, initiated by the Department of Human Settlements (DHS) and 

passed on to the Housing Development Agency (HDA), with little involvement from the municipality, 

while Cornubia is a municipal project in partnership with the private sector. However, other crucial 

departments (e.g., education, health, social services) did not play their part by providing the other 

components needed for creating liveable neighbourhoods. This meant that (in Cornubia) “the ribbon 

was cut on the houses without connection to electricity” and (in Zanemvula) “20 years on not a single 

brick [for schools] has been laid”. Zanemvula was included on the education department’s priority list, 

but nothing happened. “[I]t’s about alignment of budgets. [...] I’m concerned because could it possibly 

be that we’ve had four schools in the top 10 on the priority list […] for 20 years and we still find that we 

haven’t any delivery there” (SACN, 2020a: 21).

These outcomes were not always from a lack of coordination from the project lead department. In 

the case of Cornubia, when other departments did not come on board, the municipal department of 

human settlements not only built the houses (as per its mandate) but also went beyond its mandate, 

by providing economic and skills development programmes.

4	 Trevor	Manual,	speaking	at	the	Helen	Susman	Foundation	Memorial	Lecture	2014.	https://hsf.org.za/publications/lectures/helen-suzman-memorial-lec-
ture-2014

https://hsf.org.za/publications/lectures/helen-suzman-memorial-lecture-2014
https://hsf.org.za/publications/lectures/helen-suzman-memorial-lecture-2014
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A spirit of cooperation is not based on meeting minimum quality requirements. In many instances, 

intergovernmental cooperation for projects becomes about communicating via email about deadlines 

for written comments, ticking a box of attendance at meetings, and tactically limiting opportunities for 

engagement by avoiding conflicting views and opposing ideas.5 Few platforms exist for meaningful 

discussion and partnerships, where government departments can work together in a respectful, 

innovative and enabling way. In effect, no one is monitoring the multiple departments, agencies and 

partners, to ensure that cooperative implementation is taking place. Such cooperation would require 

changes in behaviour, improved accountability and rewards for all role players who play their part. 

BOX 2 ZANEMVULA AND CORNUBIA

Zanemvula

The Zanemvula housing project has been ongoing since the early 1990s and involves Chatty, Joe Slovo West, 
Soweto-on-Sea and Veeplaas areas. It illustrates the challenges of intergovernmental coordination, especially 
for a long-term project.

In 2004, President Thabo Mbeki visited Soweto-on-Sea in Nelson Mandela Bay Metropolitan Municipality 
(NMBMM) with the Minister of Human Settlements and was shocked by the conditions in which people were 
living. Soweto-on-Sea was selected as a pilot for the then new Breaking New Ground (BNG) policy. A year 
later, Minister Sisulu set up a special collaborative ‘team’ comprising the national and provincial departments 
of human settlements, and the Nelson Mandela Bay Metropolitan Municipality. In February 2006, the 
Zanemvula BNG pilot was launched and declared a Section 29 national priority project, a ministerial priority 
project and a presidential priority project (DHS & DPME, n.d.). It was then handed over to the HDA. 

Despite being a priority project with talk of cooperative governance (including signed agreements), the 
reality became contestation and a breakdown in intergovernmental relations. In effect, Zanemvula is like an 
entangled web that has become more complex over the decades, as new players have entered the arena. It 
shows what happens when communities are not placed at the centre of development. The inability to 
cooperate and align budgets has meant that housing has been delivered without the socioeconomic 
infrastructure needed for community development.

5 These are often the basis of issues discussed within the Planning Alignment Task Team meetings
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Cornubia

Cornubia is a large-scale presidential priority human settlement project in Durban North that is a partnership 
between Tongaat Hulett and the City of eThekwini. With a private sector partner driving the project, the story 
of Cornubia is significantly different to the story of Zanemvula.

In 2004, Tongaat Hulett decided to release vast portions of sugarcane land for development and approached 
eThekwini Municipality. The two parties signed an agreement in 2008, and subsequently the national and 
provincial departments of housing became partners in the project, which President Zuma launched as 
a  national priority under the BNG policy. The municipality worked closely with Tongaat Hulett to drive 
the  project forward, while the municipal human settlements department worked with community 
members  to  establish local economic and skills development programmes. The project has faced 
challenges with involving other municipal departments and, in particular, getting the provincial education 
department to re-align its priorities – despite Cornubia being a presidential priority project. 

Although Cornubia’s outcomes are better than those in Zanemvula, it is still not an example of a sustainable 
human settlement, as it lacks schools, public parks and quality public spaces. As one municipal practitioner 
involved in the project explained, “We have moved people from opportunity and now they are unemployed 
(or similar)”.6 

Cornubia is certainly a case that represents improvement in large-scale human settlement creation, evidence 
of a successful partnership between the city, the private sector and local community actors, and a better 
working relationship with the national department. However, cooperation among government spheres 
remains a challenge and requires further investigation.

Local government is the ‘junior’ sphere
Despite being a major national asset with the greatest experience of post-democratic urban 

development, local government is still viewed as the weaker, less equipped junior partner. Typically, 

national departments summon, interrogate or instruct municipal officials, in a hierarchical ‘big brother’ 

tone. There is little, if any, accountability from other spheres of government that share responsibility for 

delivery in certain areas. In the case of human settlements, functions have been partially devolved to 

municipal level, but the national department regularly proceeds with mega-housing projects outside 

of the municipal spatial priority areas approved in spatial development frameworks (SDFs). Even 

progressive platforms that are meant to improve cooperation, such as National Treasury’s City Budget 

Forum, are rarely empowering. The intergovernmental system has struggled to build the kind of  

6	 Quote	from	a	BEITT	member	(2020)
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partner-based relationships of trust, mutual respect and accountability and authenticity required to 

make a CSP, IUDF or DDM meaningful on the ground. Alarm bells should be ringing when municipal 

practitioners say that “they appreciate the City Budget Forum because it forces their principals to 

keep a focus on the municipal plans”, or that they “think the BEPP is a distraction” and are “debating 

internally whether the money associated is even worth it, but […] have to comply to ensure good 

relations”.7 The concern for the system should be why municipal principals are not focused on 

delivering municipal plans. 

Local government is the sphere of government that is meant to interface with communities and 

mobilise input into government policies and plans, in particular municipal integrated development 

plans (IDPs) and SDFs. However, as highlighted above, other spheres of government do not view 

the municipal IDP and SDF as the over-riding plans in a municipality, while sector departments often 

develop their own spatial priorities that contradict municipal plans (SACN, 2020d). The government 

spheres may have different terms and budgeting cycles and most challenges are due to planning 

duplication for programmes and projects across the spheres. SPLUMA was to be the ‘game changer’ 

ensuring that spatial powers and functions resided at the local level, but the reality is that little has 

changed materially (SACN, 2017). In 2020 the City of Johannesburg approved the country’s first city 

inclusionary housing and nodal review policies lending significant weight to SPLUMA by changing the 

local government decision-making framework. However, policy shifts alone do not change practice (as 

indicated by the cautionary insights into the policy–practice gap in Chapter 3: Inclusive Cities). 

National government’s latest attempt to address the breakdown in cooperation is the DDM, which 

promotes the production of ‘one plan’ for a district. However, the DDM has not addressed the 

disconnect between national strategic planning and local spatial planning. For a one-plan approach 

to work, national government’s Medium Term Strategic Framework (MTSF) would need to be localised 

and align more clearly to municipal long-term priorities, not the current five years. Achieving the 

desired developmental outcomes will require that national and provincial governments respect the 

municipality’s spatial planning powers and provide policy and regulatory guidance, budget and support 

for implementing these plans.

The focus is on technical delivery
The IDPs, BEPPs and human settlement plans all convey a message that spatial transformation can 

be hard engineered into South African cities through building infrastructure. The plans are informed by 

quantitative analysis, technical planning and budgeting, and are filled with planning jargon, intended 

inputs and outputs, and desired outcomes. However, they fail to reflect the diversity of community 

realities and nuances required to drive development on the ground and take a technical approach 

that is alienating for communities. City participatory approaches are highly ineffective and driven by 

compliance (Palmer et al, 2017), while the time pressures involved in council approval and budget 

expenditure mean that participation is viewed as an obstruction rather than an opportunity to improve 

project implementation and to build long-term relationships with communities, beyond projects. A 

common observation from IDP practitioners across the country is that, year after year, communities are 

frustrated by the lack of progress, transparency and coordination between departments that shows up 

during engagements (SACN, 2020d).

7	 Quote	from	a	BEITT	member	(2020)
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For practitioners, the reporting burden and hierarchical, centralised decision-making mean that they 

spend more time reporting to their superiors and sector department counterparts at provincial and 

national level than delivering projects to communities: “We spend all our time looking upwards at 

our bosses and almost no time looking outward at our communities” (SACN, 2019c). The Financial 

and Fiscal Commission’s research into the impact of regulations and legislation on local government 

supports the sense from practitioners that the reporting burden is suffocating their ability to drive 

development (SALRC, 2019). Practitioners have to spend so much time on administrative compliance 

tasks or navigating internal demands and instructions that they have become disconnected from those 

they aim to serve. The system needs to change because the delivery of built environment programmes 

is disconnected from a focus on serving people and their communities and from the natural environment 

on which human life depends.

Government is often not a good partner
The focus on compliance means that government has a very weak partnering culture among spheres 

or departments and certainly with communities and other stakeholders. Any partnering efforts remain 

the exception rather than the norm and are typically with large established organisations. The limited 

capacity of cities to engage, negotiate, build trust and partner effectively with communities and other 

stakeholders hampers the delivery of projects. Many would-be partners have been frustrated with the 

non-committal and bureaucratic responses of cities, at huge loss to implementing the urban agenda.8 

The IUDF, which is premised on improved partnering, has not galvanised an improvement over the past 

five years, beyond generating more talk about improved partnership. 

The 2016 SOCR acknowledged that organised civil society is weakening, but the state’s role in enabling 

civil society is also problematic (SACN, 2016).9 Strong civil society local collectives are active and 

working to effect change in South African cities. The SACN and the BEITT have engaged with the Steve 

Biko Foundation, the Ikhala Trust, The South End Museum, The Trevor Huddleston Memorial Centre, 

Reclaim the City, Ndifuna Ukwazi, Afesis Coreplan, the Socio-Economic Right Institute of South Africa 

(SERI), PlanAct and the Development Action Group, all of whom are working with communities or within 

community development. However, civil society’s experience of local government is not positive: 

We don’t lack ideas. We lack trust. We don’t trust that things will happen. We are not short of 

ideas. We just need our current ones to work. Everything we are saying can happen, but we 

don’t trust that it will happen.10 

During conversations at the Urban Festival 202011 and the RISE festival12, common complaints from 

civil society included not being heard by government and being frustrated with the lack of government 

commitment and accountability. Yet many expressed a desire for improved relations and openness to 

find ways to work with government.

8 www.urbanfest.co
9 See Section 4: Beyond 2021: A Local Government Outlook for more on the weakening influence of civil society.
10	 Participant	at	the	Visualisation	Studios	2021
11 www.urbanfest.co
12 www.riseafrica.iclei.org

http://www.urbanfest.co
http://www.urbanfest.co
http://www.riseafrica.iclei.org
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Adding to the problem is the poor link between different city participatory engagements and the 

ineffective ward councillor system that does not provide consistent community presence and the 

envisioned community leadership (SACN, 2020d; Palmer et al., 2017). Communities find themselves 

expected to engage with many different officials and stakeholders, such as the IDP team about the IDP 

and the water department about water plans. 

Even municipal practitioners recognise that municipal participatory platforms and approaches are 

inadequate and poorly serve the interests of democratic development (Masiya et al., 2019; Palmer 

et al., 2017; SACN, 2019a). This is in part because of the compliance and technical systems that govern 

behaviour in city government, and in part because of a lack of experienced social facilitators who can 

drive dynamic and meaningful participatory processes (SACN, 2020a): “In order to enhance municipal 

service delivery, there is a need to strengthen the relationship between the City of Cape Town officials 

and communities, including civil society; rooted in public participation” (Masiya et al., 2019: 42).

Participation is limited to projects
Cities have struggled to engage authentically and consistently with potential community partners 

around projects, whether initiated by cities or by other stakeholders. Most attempts at partnering tend 

to be around projects but do not lead to the development of ongoing relationships. For example, cities 

began engaging differently with the minibus taxi industry only when the bus rapid transit (BRT) systems 

were to be built, as the stakes and risks involved were high. In many cases, highly qualified social 

facilitators were contracted to facilitate the transition to a BRT system owned and operated by minibus 

taxi operators. Real and meaningful relationships were built that took the transformation of the minibus 

taxi industry to new levels in South Africa (SACN, 2016). However, since 2016, the transformation of 

the transport sector has slowed down dramatically, with very little new BRT planned capacity actually 

being built. While national grant funding was reduced, the missed opportunity was to continue to build 

relationships with the minibus taxi industry to provide industry-wide transformation, whether around a 

BRT project or not. 

The reality is that government holds meetings and consultations only when projects arrive in an 

area or when the IDP is being discussed (SACN, 2020d). There is no sense of government engaging 

authentically and ongoingly with communities: “We have been a bit malicious in the way in which 

we have done public participation”13. The result is a lack of community ownership of projects. Such 

ownership is essential given the operational and maintenance limitations of municipalities and the 

increasing pressures placed on the fiscal environment. Furthermore, far too much time and resources 

are being spent on using the courts to instruct municipalities to work with communities and uphold 

agreements (Molopi & Ebrahim, 2017: 59): 

[W]hile confrontational methods may lead to adversarial relationships with the state and 

run the risk of forming a barrier to future collaborations, SERI’s experience has shown that 

confrontation usually acts as a vehicle to usher in collaborative approaches with the state. The 

courts have purposefully tried to enable a collaborative environment between citizens and the 

state in confrontational atmospheres through the provision of ‘meaningful engagement’.

13	 Quote	from	a	BEITT	member	(2020)
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Even when cities are instructed to work with communities, the experience is not always positive 

because cities are not well geared to work with others. Nevertheless, as the Slovo Park case illustrates, 

individual city practitioners can make a difference  SEE BOX 3 , but this remains the exception rather 

than the norm. In such cases, practitioner ‘champions’ must work against the system to get things done, 

and their efforts are seldom celebrated by their own organisation – and when individual champions 

move on, relationships break and any progress made is lost. 

BOX 3 SLOVO PARK 

The experience of the Slovo Park task team underscores the importance of collaboration between strong 
community-based organisations and progressive built environment practitioners. This needs to be driven at 
a local level to enable rigorous and participatory engagement across sectors, departments and spheres of 
government when managing upgrading projects. This case study illustrates the shift from delivering 
greenfield housing to upgrading informal settlements, through the Upgrading of Informal Settlements 
Programme (UISP). Incremental in-situ upgrading differs markedly from conventional urban planning and 
greenfield developments and requires different skills to ensure minimal disruption to livelihoods and existing 
settlement patterns. 

In April 2016, the Gauteng High Court ordered the City of Johannesburg to upgrade the Slovo Park informal 
settlement in-situ, and the Slovo Park Community Development Forum (SPCDF) demanded a multi-
stakeholder task team to ensure community participation in decision-making. The Slovo Park task team 
comprised officials from the national, provincial and municipal departments of human settlements; the city’s 
lawyers; and the SPCDF, SERI, and built environment practitioners who had worked alongside the SPCDF 
since 1991 (when Slovo Park was established). Over the next four years, the task team met 33 times and 
was led by three different city housing officials, who each took a different approach. The first official engaged 
the task team but implemented a greenfield development agenda, while the second official disengaged the 
task team and ignored the court order to upgrade the settlement. The third official made use of skills within 
the task team and stakeholders to co-draft an UISP-compliant application. 

• In 2017, the city’s funding application was not UISP-compliant, as it skipped phases 2 and 3 of the 
UISP process and took a greenfield approach. Its plan was to demolish Slovo Park, displace over 
2 000 households and build top structures only. 

• In 2018, City Power electrified Slovo Park.

• In 2019, after task team negotiations and advice from progressive planners at the University of the 
Witwatersrand and 1:1 Agency of Engagement, the city redrafted its funding application, to align it 
to incremental service delivery, land acquisition and public participation workshops. After approval 
from the task team members, the city submitted its funding application to the provincial human 
settlements department. 

After 20 years of broken promises, Slovo Park would be upgraded, building on what already existed to 
improve the lives of those living there. This would not have been possible without resilient community 
leaders and the UISP champions working within the city housing department. The experience shows that the 
nature and consistency of municipal leadership, and in particular the approach adopted by officials, directly 
affect project implementation and progress (or not) in upgrading of informal settlements.
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The wellbeing and concerns of people are not 
foregrounded
People are the ultimate beneficiaries of spatial development 

interventions. Yet deeper connections to the human condition 

seldom feature in approaches to built-environment investments. 

Success in spatial transformation is as much about the psycho-

social aspects of our cities – how people feel and perceive the 

places they live in; what their dreams and aspirations are; and 

how connected, invited and involved they feel to places – as 

about the buildings. As a participant in the Visualisation Studios 

held in 2021 observed, “We forget that cities are about the 

intangible. It’s not about the buildings. Those are  just tools”.14 

The psychological and social aspects that inform perceptions, 

ambitions and behaviours are rarely engaged. Instead, the current 

approach to spatial transformation emphasises − and rewards − 

well-developed technical plans carried out by planning and 

engineering technocrats. 

When we talk of the built environment we tend to focus on 

the hard infrastructure, but it’s also about addressing the 

psycho-social issues that exist and dealing with these so 

called ‘soft’ issues is often the most difficult part.15 

The need to foreground wellbeing extends to city practitioners 

working to transform space. The BEITT’s work has highlighted 

that many practitioners carry traumas associated with their past 

and present into their work. Personal trauma is an issue that was 

raised repeatedly in the BEITT group, as a real institutional factor 

that stifles progress and is likely to have been heightened by the 

impact of  the COVID-19 pandemic. “We need happy, healthy 

practitioners to build happy, healthy communities – who is looking 

after the wellbeing of practitioners?”16

Government continues to think that it is working for the people, 

not with the people. It spends very little time, effort and investment 

in understanding the reality of people’s lives – their challenges, 

resources and skills – or exploring possible solutions to implement 

in partnership with communities (SACN, 2020b). A practitioner 

raised some of these issues when talking about the roll-out of a 

BRT system (SACN, 2018d: 7): 

14 https://thetrinitysession.com/current-projects/sacn-visualisation-studio/
15	 Quote	from	a	BEITT	member	(2020)
16	 Quote	from	a	BEITT	member	(2020)

WE NEED HAPPY,  
HEALTHY PRACTITIONERS  

TO BUILD HAPPY,  
HEALTHY COMMUNITIES – 
WHO IS LOOKING AFTER  

THE WELL-BEING OF 
PRACTITIONERS?

https://thetrinitysession.com/current-projects/sacn-visualisation-studio/
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You want the community to care about your station, but you don’t 

care enough about them to allow them to work in it? Before people 

can care about what is most important to you, you need to start 

thinking what is important to them and it’s not so much about the 

safety of the station, it is about the safety of the neighbourhood.

This failure to listen deeply, understand and work with communities 

hampers an all-of-society approach. Over the past two decades 

of delivering housing and infrastructure, government has failed to 

acknowledge that people’s primary concern is economic access, and that 

people seek economic opportunities rather than houses or better places 

to live (SACN, 2018a; Pieterse & Owens, 2018). By separating economic 

development work from built environment work, municipalities fail to 

acknowledge the potential role of built environment projects in economic 

development. Furthermore, cities do not have a standardised local 

economic development policy and consistent approach towards built 

environment projects. Different departments engage communities using 

different approaches, which results in frustrated communities that have 

an inconsistent experience of the same city organisation. For example, in 

Patterson Park, two city agencies separately procured local contractors at 

different rates to work on the same project (SACN, 2020a). 

Communities have high socioeconomic expectations of built environment 

projects, which is understandable in a country with high unemployment 

and historically embedded structural marginalisation of poor, black 

communities. However, cities are not doing enough to manage these 

expectations proactively through local jobs, the Expanded Public Works 

Programme (EPWP) and procurement set-asides (SACN, 2020a). The 

results of poorly managing economic expectations range from violence 

at the one extreme, including ‘gangsterism’ (as seen in the activities of 

the ‘business forums’), death and corruption, to poorly managed sub-

contracting arrangements, a lack of meaningful skills transfer and the side-

lining of local SMMEs and informal workers, at the other extreme. Cities 

could do well to implement standardised approaches to local economic 

empowerment that place human beings within communities at the centre 

of development. 

The current state of play reveals a breakdown in cooperative governance 

and a failure of cities to work with all-of-society. Despite clear rhetoric 

and policy direction, the rules of the spatial transformation game are not 

designed to allow implementation to flow effectively, with well-functioning 

intergovernmental cooperation and the active participation of all-of-

society. The next section explores some of the rules informing this state of 

play and which need to shift to unlock potential within the system. 
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DISABLING INSTITUTIONAL 
AND ORGANISATIONAL RULES 

The current state of play, as described above, is not new for anyone 

working in (or closely with) city government. The underlying drivers 

of the practices behind the current state of play are essentially the 

rules driving systemic behaviours in all spheres of government. 

They are part of the ‘messiness’ of government, as “[t]he state is 

crossed by multiple rationalities, interests, and objectives, and in 

particular internally: between multiple levels of the state, diverse 

departments and units, and different professional and political 

positions within them” (Bénit-Gbaffou, 2018: 2143).

While (as with all organisations) cities may have issues with 

‘cadre deployment’ and questionable skills, there is sufficient 

evidence to debunk the myth about the lack of human 

capability. In fact, metropolitan municipalities employ some of 

the most highly qualified, passionate, capable and committed 

development practitioners in the country. The real issue is not 

human capacity but rather the rules at play that do not enable 

integrated built environment delivery but actively disempower 

skilled practitioners (SACN, 2020a). What slows down progress 

is often “the bureaucracy and red tape needed to follow through 

on the implementation of plans” (SACN, 2018c: 6). These rules 

need to be addressed if the state is to drive spatial transformation 

efforts through improved government cooperation and an all-of-

society approach.

Domination of silos
Silos are not a new phenomenon in the discourse about 

integration challenges, but the solution is always that people 

need to find better ways to work together. The BEPP was 

introduced to ensure greater integration but, while it has certainly 

fostered integrated planning, it has not resolved the issues that 

hamper integrated implementation (SACN, 2020a). The BEITT’s 

work demonstrates that practitioners know that they ought to be 

working collaboratively so try immensely hard to do so, but they 

do so against and despite the silo-based system (ibid; Talking 

Transformation, 2020). The problem is not the people or the 

quality of the plans, but rather the systems that reinforce and 

reward silo-based behaviour. 

SILOS INHIBIT SUSTAINABILITY

The built environment cannot be separated 
from the environment, as the impacts of 

urbanisation run parallel to the impacts of 
climate change. However, the silo 

architecture of government has stifled 
efforts to mainstream environmental 

sustainability into municipal practice (see 
Chapter 3: Sustainable Cities). In cities, 

environmental sustainability units or 
departments set their own priorities and 
projects, and their workstream (as with 
other workstreams in municipalities) is 

departmentalised into its own silo. If cities 
are to deliver sustainability, all departments 
will need to take responsibility for changing 

how they work, not hold one department 
responsible. The BEPP includes a climate 

change component but this still plugs 
largely into silo-based organisational 
structures and fails to deal with the 

implementation capability required to 
advance built environment delivery to 

protect and enhance the natural 
environment. In municipalities, the 

environmental agenda is often not the 
focus of built environment practitioners. 

The BEITT has seldom raised the 
environment as a major issue because it is 

seen as the responsibility of municipal 
environmental departments.
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The rules that inform the highly siloed bureaucratic design of government 

mean that municipal priorities are established at a departmental, not 

organisational, level. Despite no one department being able to deliver 

complete place-making ‘products’, such as neighbourhoods, each 

department establishes its own priorities and then bids for resources 

(National Treasury, 2018; SACN, 2020a). Cities acknowledge the need to 

shift towards transversal management and practices, but the dominance 

of silos and the behaviours they reproduce are difficult to change. For 

example, a standard practice for transversal projects is to establish a 

project steering committee (PSC) comprising representatives of different 

departments. However, the resources for implementation are allocated 

to the department that ‘owns’ the project, with the result that the other 

departments within the PSC participate at a planning level only, not during 

implementation, as their project priorities are different. The rules of delivery 

will need to change to facilitate a change in behaviours.

Design of performance management
Municipal formal performance management systems stem from the 

new public management reform, when private sector performance 

management was imported into the public sector, even though the public 

sector requires a different set of performance measures. Both formal and 

informal performance management systems are found within cities. The 

formal rules are based on codified rules (legislation, policies etc.), while 

the informal rules are “based on uncodified rules and practices, such as 

bureaucratic rules and political influence” (SACN, 2021a: 3). The informal 

rules become the de facto performance management system and cascade 

into the operating environment through relational gestures, urgency of 

response from principals and what is prioritised and done, especially 

when a change in political leadership occurs. 

Performance management and performance measurement are not 

the same (Ammons & Roegnik, 2015; Kroll, 2015a) and, in practice, the 

emphasis tends to be on what is measured. In municipalities, performance 

is based on inputs (how much of the budget was spent) and outputs 

(how many things were delivered). The general sense from practitioners 

is that performance is measured by whether or not the budget is spent 

(SACN, 2019b). Performance rewards are silo-based, i.e., on an individual 

department’s inputs and outputs, rather than on a department’s integrated 

contributions to the organisation’s products and services (SACN, 2021a). 

For example, the Zanemvula project teams were “measured against the 

number of units delivered within a particular budget and timeframe”, 

rather than evaluated and monitored on the progress of the overall project 

(DHS & DPME, n.d.: 156). 

IN EFFECT, THE SYSTEM 
ENCOURAGES A CULTURE OF 

“ONLY DOING WHAT MY 
MANAGER TELLS ME TO DO, 
AND HE ONLY DOES WHAT  

IS IN HIS SCORECARD



191

2

COLLABORATION AND PARTNERSHIP: WORKING TOWARDS TRANSFORMED, INCLUSIVE AND SUSTAINABLE CITIES

The system also incentivises unambitious targets – it is well-known that senior managers working in 

local government set easy-to-achieve targets to ensure that they receive their bonuses (Palmer et al., 

2017). In many municipalities, only senior managers sign performance contracts (ibid), which means 

that the people driving project implementation often do not have clear performance targets. While this 

openness presents a possible opportunity, in strong hierarchies subordinate officials tend to serve the 

achievement of senior manager scorecards. In effect, the system encourages a culture of “only doing 

what my manager tells me to do, and he only does what is in his scorecard”,17 which is unsurprising 

in a highly bureaucratic and hierarchical organisation. Furthermore, in the absence of other possible 

measures, internal audits have become a central performance management tool, despite their perverse 

impacts on public sector operations (Palmer et al., 2017; Andrews et al., 2017).

Disabling, incoherent and over-regulation
The regulatory environment is a major shaper of institutional rules. Currently, the multiple pieces 

of legislation that cascade down to the local sphere from national sector departments are not 

rationalised and have different logics and underpinning philosophies that inform longer-term thinking. 

Furthermore, over-regulation is strangling municipalities (CLC, 2008). The more rules and regulations 

that municipalities need to follow, the less scope there is for innovation, discretion and governing in 

response to community needs. The reporting burden thus created disables municipalities in driving 

coherent integrated planning and delivery (Palmer et al., 2017), while the legislation of different sector 

departments often creates contradictory processes resulting in a regulatory minefield (De Visser, 

2018: 12):

Municipalities are certainly not the only ones to blame for the parlous state of local government. 

Municipalities are very often at the receiving end of incoherent laws, policies and funding 

streams. This is a result of national and provincial departments fighting for turf, or simply not 

coordinating with one another.

Municipalities are not able to follow a one-plan approach, which the DDM calls for, because of the 

many regulatory touch points, often with competing logics, that apply to the implementation of built 

environment projects and require the contribution of multiple sectors. 

A One Plan will never work until all the legislation issues are resolved, we have a project now 

that has taken years to complete an EIA for but it is a municipal priority, we can’t do anything 

until we have that resolved, how will the One Plan fix that?18

The increasing supremacy of the Municipal Finance Management Act (MFMA) as the governing 

legislation for municipalities is an important aspect of the regulatory discussion. The audit is all 

important, and a deep fear of audit outcomes and the Auditor-General has resulted in a play-it-safe 

culture developing across municipalities. Nevertheless, despite a general perception that the planning 

environment is heavily over-regulated, certain agencies and departments are finding ways to mitigate 

the regulation and navigate it creatively to deliver impactful work. This suggests that the issue is not 

the regulation itself, but perhaps the way in which municipalities interpret and implement it.

17	 Quote	from	a	BEITT	member	(2020)
18	 Quote	from	a	BEITT	member	(2020)
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Interpretation of the MFMA
The MFMA is meant to enable development. However, the way in 

which it is interpreted or perceived often acts as a disincentive for 

creative and authentic solutions and affects project implementation at 

a systemic level (SACN, 2021b). There is nothing written in the MFMA 

that actively or directly contradicts spatial transformation goals, but 

the way the MFMA is implemented in practice often results in a stifling 

environment for built environment practitioners and contributes to the 

perception of an over-regulated environment (SACN, 2021b).

Compliance, rather than cost effectiveness or responsiveness, 

is embedded in procurement processes, while audit fears make 

partnering with local actors difficult, especially if it concerns informal 

activities and unsolicited bids. For example, the MFMA does not 

make provision for including in the project team informal traders who 

will be affected by a transport interchange upgrade project (SACN, 

2020a). The result is compliance-driven, ‘play it safe’ behaviours 

that can disable development19 and have dire consequences for 

locally responsive spatial transformation (SACN, 2021a). Although 

“being authentic in the profession is more important than achieving 

clean audits (we are not here to have clean audits; we are here to 

deliver)”,20 in practice, municipal practitioners may choose to ‘play 

it safe’ and do nothing rather than take action to drive development 

outcomes, particularly if that action could trigger an audit finding in 

the system. “We are being told how to do our jobs by administrators, 

by auditors, and it is ridiculous, because honestly what do they know 

about delivering infrastructure projects?”21

The MFMA informs supply chain management and procurement 

policies, which are affecting the ability to achieve delivery and local 

empowerment. While many argue that it is not an MFMA issue, the 

play-it-safe culture and malicious compliance behaviour are systemic. 

Furthermore, the tendering system is outdated, overly bureaucratic 

and does not adequately serve project intentions. Improving the 

procurement system has great potential for unlocking value in built 

environment delivery, and South African cities could learn from some 

international practices that seek to make public sector procurement 

more creative, open and transparent and foster improved value 

for money.22 

19 Boraine A and Swilling M. ‘Ramaphosa’s New Dawn is here — but what it will take to bring the civil 
service back to life?’ Daily Maverick, 30 May 2019. https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2019-05-
30-ramaphosas-new-dawn-is-here-but-what-it-will-take-to-bring-the-civil-service-back-to-life/

20	 Quote	from	Dr	Mathetha	Mokonyane	CSIR	(2021)
21	 Quote	from	a	city	practitioner	at	a	SPLUMA	MFMA	roundtable	(2020)
22 The National Treasury CSP has invited City Mart to share the innovative procurement practices they 

have used to support local government around the world www.citymart.com.

WE ARE BEING TOLD HOW  
TO DO OUR JOBS BY 

ADMINISTRATORS, BY AUDITORS, 
AND IT IS RIDICULOUS, BECAUSE 

HONESTLY WHAT DO THEY  
KNOW ABOUT DELIVERING 

INFRASTRUCTURE PROJECTS?

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2019-05-30-ramaphosas-new-dawn-is-here-but-what-it-will-take-to-bring-the-civil-service-back-to-life/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2019-05-30-ramaphosas-new-dawn-is-here-but-what-it-will-take-to-bring-the-civil-service-back-to-life/
http://www.citymart.com
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The legislative environment and law-making for municipalities require urgent attention, with less focus 

on preventing corruption through sanction and more focus on enabling development. Addressing 

corruption is important, but enforcing criminal law is a much more effective tool for dealing with corrupt 

behaviour than tighter government laws and regulations. 

Complexity of the political-administrative interface 
A crucial issue to emerge from the BEITT’s work is the political-administrative interface challenges that 

stifle the system and profoundly affect integrated built environment delivery (De Visser, 2010; SACN, 

2019a). Politics affects both the written and unwritten rules within municipalities. Local government 

is an inherently political environment, relying on politicians to navigate the political realm, engage city 

stakeholders and provide direction to the administration (SACN, 2019a). At the same time, municipal 

administrations must deliver technical, social, economic and financial products and services to 

communities and transform the apartheid spatial legacy. 

Short term vs long term 
Politics has short time horizons – five-year electoral cycles – whereas spatial transformation requires 

a long-term agenda, as infrastructure and services are delivered over many political terms. The result 

of an over-reliance on political directives (“We can’t move without council approval”) is that short-term 

political pressures undermine the long-term efforts of municipalities. This is the case even when the 

same political party governs over many terms (as every politician wants to leave their respective mark 

and rise up the political party hierarchy) but is even more severe in cities governed by coalitions. 

Senior built environment practitioners believe that strengthening the role of city managers would help 

address this issue, as city managers are increasingly becoming administrators rather than strategic 

leaders. With the weakening strategic focus of city managers, the administration is pulled in many 

different directions according to the politics of the day (SACN, 2019a). The constant changes in 

direction and areas of emphasis undermine the ability of cities to work collaboratively with partners 

across both government and society. 

Party power politics
The hierarchical political party structures are contrary to the ideals of a sphere-government system 

(SACN, 2018c). According to the Constitution, executive mayors are equal to premiers or ministers, but 

they seldom share the same rank within a political party. This undermines local political decision-making 

power and results in ‘higher’ provincial and national political powers overriding local spatial development 

decisions. In addition, while a written priority may remain in place, new, unwritten or conflicting priorities 

may emerge elsewhere in government thus affecting city priorities. One example is the Mega Human 

Settlements Programme, which emerged in 2016/17 and contradicts the written rules (e.g., SPLUMA) 

for transforming spatial patterns in South African cities. As Bénit-Gbaffou (2018: 2143) observes:

Opposition from above is equally limited: the housing policy is too central in the ANC post-

apartheid vision to be challenged, even if the National Treasury starts questioning whether 

this is the best use of public resources. State officials ignore the contradiction because they 

can. Sticking to the policy as it is, ignoring its shortcomings, is rewarding politically and 
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development-wise. They persist in their actions in spite of the contradictions they are aware 

of. They might respond to it through informal practices on the ground, and this grey area 

certainly opens a space for corruption. But officials do not seem to use the contradiction 

as an “idiom of urbanisation”, to fulfil collective objectives, developmental or speculative.

In some instances, administrators hold higher political rank than their managers or political 

principals, which may result in a lack of clarity over who is giving direction and in problematic 

internal team dynamics (SACN, 2019a). Linked to this is “the current practice of deployment [which] 

is more about aiding and abetting corruption [...] than ideology and synergy” (SACN, 2018c: 8). 

Ideally, administrative appointments should be made based on “recommendations from multi-

stakeholder panels” (ibid). The National Implementation Framework towards the Professionalisation 

of the Public Service is a recent attempt to create clearer boundaries between the political and 

administrative arms of government.

Ward councillor system
The extent to which ward councillors are performing their envisaged role, as representatives 

of the community working to translate the municipal vision into local community development, 

is questionable. The ward councillor system and its interface with the administration affect the 

delivery and budgeting of built environment projects, as “the IDP is a project register”23 where 

each ward councillor is competing to get projects and budgets for their ward. Although directly 

opposed to the technical, spatial targeting budgeting prioritisation promoted by National Treasury, 

the current national budgeting frameworks underacknowledged the political budgeting reality 

(National Treasury, 2017: 12; 2018: 5): 

Strategy-led budgeting is essential if a Metro’s Budget is going to progressively build 

towards the outcomes of a compact and spatially transformed city. Consequently, the 

MTREF24 Budget’s prioritization of resources in space according to the spatial targeting 

areas should be measured year on year to track this progression. The BEPP should 

therefore close the loop by presenting the spatial budget mix, both in terms of capital 

allocations and operating allocations associated in particular with the maintenance and 

renewal of infrastructure.

At present, the BEPP is an eligibility requirement for the Integrated City Development 

Grant (ICDG). The ICDG is an incentive grant that rewards the application of infrastructure 

grants, as part of the total capital budget, toward catalysing spatial transformation through 

a spatial targeting approach at a sub-metropolitan level.

In practice, budgeting is a highly political process, in which council is making negotiations and 

trade-offs and which is heightened in coalition arrangements. The consequence is that the so-

called spatial transformation priorities in city planning and budgeting documents are compliance 

priorities, rather than shared and deliverable political priorities. National Treasury needs to work 

more closely with the Finance Ministry to bring the political nature of municipal budgeting processes 

into consideration.

23	 IDP	manager	(2019)
24 Medium Term Revenue and Expenditure Framework
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To deal with the complex political-administrative interface, city practitioners have to rely heavily 

on relationship-building techniques and tactics that allow them to navigate the political terrain 

(SACN, 2019a). However, such an approach is unsustainable when driving a transformation 

agenda because of the high levels of political turnover. For practitioners who are able to build 

relationships without becoming politically compromised, their gains are often short lived due to 

the political turnover and the consequent administrative turnover that has a major impact on 

delivery. The case of Slovo Park highlights these issues  SEE BOX 3 .

Nevertheless, South Africa’s history contains moments when the political-administrative 

interface worked, when the politicians and administrative teams worked together within and 

across government to deliver under immense time and budget pressures. For example, the 

2010 FIFA Soccer World Cup worked because everyone had the same focus. More recently, 

the COVID-19 pandemic led to a declared national state of disaster that brought levels of focus 

to the work of government not seen since 2010. These two examples show how a clear and 

shared focus can galvanise improved political and administrative collaboration. In both cases 

the existing rules needed to be changed to get the job done. The challenge is not only to 

give spatial transformation an emotive and nation-building focus and to build a shared and 

clear vision of the future with all-of-society, but also to ensure that the rules in play can enable 

collective and shared action. 

Lack of project evaluation and learning 
Although government programmes include monitoring and evaluation, no real learning is taking 

place across built environment projects. A recent study conducted by SACN (2020a) on four 

large-scale, priority built environment projects found that no evaluation was conducted on their 

implementation. Government annual performance plans are designed as a list of projects, with 

government moving on to the next project without ever taking stock of what happened in the 

implementation of the previous project. As a result, there is a lack of shared understanding of 

why projects fail or miss the intended delivery dates. Yet embedding learning is a key element 

for building the know-how required to implement projects effectively (Andrews et al., 2017). The 

notion of learning as critical to organisation performance is not a new idea (Senge, 1990), but 

cities are failing to build organisational learning informed by actual practice and results: “There’s 

this fear of failure. It’s seen as unacceptable even though it’s a part of life. We don’t want a 

project to fail, but we need to learn from previous experiences of failure.”25 

In eThekwini, the Municipal Institute of Learning (MILE) became renowned for providing 

operationally inspiring and reflective learning in an integrated manner, and yet practitioners 

involved in the Cornubia case study indicated that there was no systematic evaluation of or 

learning from the project, which was at the time moving into phase 2. 

25	 Interview	with	Nobukhosi	Ngwenya	of	ACC	UCT	(2021).
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Deficit of social and creative skills
In municipalities, an implicit rule when delivering built environment 

projects is that technical, design and engineering skills are prioritised 

over social science and creative skills. When a project is about to break 

ground, community liaison officers may be instated, but they often 

create tensions and yield ineffective and inconsistent results. Highly 

skilled social facilitators can be the bridge that enables the city to relate 

more authentically and meaningfully to communities, and to work more 

effectively with non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and community-

based organisations with experience in communities. Strong social 

facilitation enables meaningful community engagement and connection 

and, ultimately, more effective project outcomes: “Social facilitation is 

a model that promotes participatory development through community 

empowerment initiatives that enable people to organise for collective 

action and mobilise resources and solidarity in pursuit of shared 

community development outcomes”. (Habitat for Humanity, 2019: 5) 

The deep divide between city government and the communities they 

serve is evident from policy formulation to project implementation. 

While the IUDF calls for an all-of-society approach, the reality is that 

government has not built the kind of authentic relationships and trust 

with community stakeholders needed for such an approach, which is 

further undermined by the uncooperative practices across spheres 

of government. Social facilitation is increasingly seen as crucial for 

delivering a developmental agenda (Habitat for Humanity, 2019; Hendler 

& Fieuw, 2018). It is not easy work and requires highly skilled and well-

grounded practitioners capable of seeing the bigger picture and aware 

of any existing trust deficit (SACN, 2020a), as the Noordgesig case 

study demonstrates in the Rays of Hope section below.

For cities, a ‘game changer’ would be to build internal capacity for 

social facilitation and to promote a single interface between the city 

organisation and communities, whether when delivering products and 

services in an area or building ongoing partnerships. Some believe this 

capacity should reside in the community, as it requires “almost daily 

and constant interaction between social facilitators and residents” 

(Hendler & Fiew, 2018: 99). In this regard, no one size fits all, but it is 

questionable that such community capacity could be enabled without 

some facilitation capability within the state. Municipal development 

agencies offer some important lessons on how the state could build 

social facilitation and leadership within communities. Such agencies 

are also able to ‘operate in turbulence’ while empowering staff to 

experiment, innovate and partner with communities, albeit on smaller 

scale projects. Municipalities could learn from these approaches and 

mainstream community-centric project implementation that builds 

trust, partnerships and enables community ownership of projects. 

THE DEEP DIVIDE BETWEEN CITY 
GOVERNMENT AND THE 

COMMUNITIES THEY SERVE IS 
EVIDENT RIGHT FROM POLICY 
FORMULATION TO PROJECT 

IMPLEMENTATION.
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RAYS OF HOPE

The realities of built environment practices, as highlighted above, demonstrate that systemic 

and structural issues do not allow the potential and talent within the system to rise and drive 

development in impactful ways. However, within cities can be found emergent practices and 

pockets of dynamism, innovation, resilience and delivery that warrant celebration and investigation. 

These practices show that improved cooperation and an all-of-society approach are possible in 

a sea of structural paralysis and malicious compliance culture where ‘doing nothing’ is rewarded 

over ‘trying something’. The key is to provide space for more experimentation and deliberate 

learning in order to grow transformation practices or more ‘room for manoeuvre’ within the existing 

rule constraints embedded in historical biases (Levy, 2015). Various city development agencies 

are doing interesting and exciting work, perhaps as they have slightly more ‘room to manoeuvre’ 

than municipal departments, and some rays of hope are emerging from within metropolitan 

municipalities that are worth sharing and learning from.

Shifts in intergovernmental practice
National COGTA, as the department responsible for cooperative governance, has an essential 

role to play in improving the quality of interaction and cooperation moving forward. The planning 

alignment task team chaired jointly by COGTA and National Treasury is an important platform for 

discussions on improving intergovernmental planning and has sought to foster dialogue between 

the different spheres and departments. In 2019/20, in partnership with National Treasury’s CSP 

and the SACN, COGTA ran a co-creation process with the metro IDP practitioners to review 

the IDP guidelines. The emphasis was on learning from practical municipal experience to 

develop a guideline that could be better used to inform IDP practice. This project shows that 

a different approach to intergovernmental cooperation is possible and can energise people to 

co-create changes to the government system (SACN, 2020d). The IDP guideline review process 

demonstrated that the quality of cooperation can be improved through investing in listening to 

cities and facilitating generative engagement. 

A transversal approach to prioritisation
The eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality has been working to change the rules by embedding 

transversal management into their operational reality. A capital budgets committee, championed by 

the city’s Chief Operating Officer, has been created at an organisational level to facilitate transversal 

projects that are funded by the city and require multiple departments to work together. It has a set 

of criteria for prioritising projects across departments by bringing a collective focus to projects. This 

approach is exciting because it begins to transform how projects are prioritised in the organisation, 

away from an isolated department to a city collective. If applied to Cornubia, then each of the 

departments responsible for contributing to the project’s success would need to ensure their respective 

components are prioritised and resourced; and, if not, departments would have to shift their priorities 

to access funding and achieve their targets. While this assists in collective prioritisation, the city will 

also need to consider how to foster collaborative practice and culture in implementing projects. 



STATE OF SOUTH AFRICAN CITIES 2021198

Different ways of partnering
The Mandela Bay Development Agency (MBDA) has taken a 

culturally led approach to upgrading public spaces in the inner 

city. A development facilitator led the process by contracting 

local artists to design and curate a cultural heritage-based 

urban upgrade. By deliberately creating the space for artists to 

imagine, design and create places in cities, the results are vibrant 

and interesting public spaces that allow people to explore and 

experience place in culturally connected ways. Municipalities 

could also include more creative and artistic skills and processes 

in their workflows. Such processes within the built environment 

bring a heightened sense of energy and inclusion, as art-based 

engagement modes are more accessible and universally open 

to interpretation and involvement  SEE BOX 4 . 

The Bellhaven Harm Reduction Centre in eThekwini is an example of a successful all-of-society 

approach, where the city enables multiple sectors (NGOs, academia and the private sector) and its 

own departments to come together to deliver a transformative project. The project was a response 

to COVID-19 and the need for the city to provide shelter for its homeless population. It is a ground-

breaking approach to the issue of substance abuse based on care and partnership. The centre provides 

a much needed sanctuary for those struggling with addiction and recovery, and includes psycho-

social support, as well as a garden, community hall and washing infrastructure. The centre is not run 

by the city but through a consortium of NGOs and dedicated individuals. The city has provided the 

building and infrastructure and has aligned its departments, bringing multiple municipal units together, 

including: the deputy mayor and mayor’s offices, urban regeneration, health, social development and 

safety and security (through Safer Cities, the custodian of the building, and Metro Police who have 

become champions of the harm reduction effort).

VIEW THE GOOD 
HOOD PROJECTS 

HERE

https://www.sacities.net/good-hood-stories/
https://www.sacities.net/good-hood-stories/
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BOX 4 VISUALISATION STUDIOS

In 2021, the SACN launched a series of visualisation studios, with 
the aim of bringing together all-of-society to develop visuals that 
reflect what a spatially transformed South African city could look 
like. From April to September, a series of multidisciplinary 
workshops took place virtually, using online platforms such as 
Zoom and WhatsApp. A creative consultancy and visual arts 
collective facilitated the sessions using visual tools and 
participatory engagement methodologies. ‘Ambassadors’, or 
people in the community who understood and supported the aim 
of the visualisation studies, assisted the SACN by providing 
access to their networks and becoming advocates. 

Participants came from across the all-of-society spectrum and 
included students, entrepreneurs, city officials, activists, artists 
and academics who shared their lived experiences and 
aspirations for their future cities in one virtual room. The facilitator 
asked participants about their experiences, challenges and 
aspirations for their cities, which were captured live by visual 
artists. This method allowed people who had not interacted 
before the space to reimagine the future of their cities and 
collectively develop visuals that could reflect each city’s future. 

Each studio was designed to extract rich content related to the 
discussion or to draw out a series of commonalities. Some of the 
activities required participants to build their future city using 
household items and present this to the group, while other 
activities were centred around identifying common ‘sore points’ 
that were used to develop a manifesto. The resulting visualisations 
and their summaries, as well as an online exhibition, curate the 
rich narratives and complex data to emerge from the studios and 
have the potential to influence future design.

The methodology used demonstrated a new way of ‘doing 
participation’ that is inclusive and acknowledges the lived 
experiences of city residents. It also highlighted the need for 
innovation in the public participation process, as one city 
practitioner reflected, “We have been using the same public 
participation tools for 20 years”. The visualisation studios treat 
public participation as a process, not an event, thereby 
contributing to building the relationships that are crucial for 
sustained community involvement and ownership of projects. 
The methodology requires time but demonstrates the creativity 
across all-of-society. Processes such as the visualisation studios 
will become increasingly important, as difference and diversity 
become more prevalent and authentic, meaningful engagement 
is needed for successful public engagements. 

9
SOUTH AFRICAN CITIES

4
SESSIONS PER CITY

100+ 
PARTICIPANTS

https://www.urbanfestival.co/visualisation-studios
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Long-term participation
In Tshwane, the Community Oriented Substance Programme (COSUP) provides 

substance-abuse health and care services in the community. This multi-disciplinary 

programme is designed and implemented by a small core team, including committed 

officials and academics from the University of Pretoria. It is based on evidence and 

has support from all political parties, which has enabled the programme to continue 

through changes of political and administrative leadership. An important aspect of 

the programme is that community members and former substance abusers are active 

players in the programme, giving meaning to the adage ‘nothing about us without us’ 

and enabling interventions to be redefined and adjusted to respond to local conditions.

In Cornubia  SEE BOX 2 , the ongoing partnership of the private sector, has kept the 

project moving forward. Officials leading the Cornubia development admit explicitly 

that without Tongaat’s involvement, the project would never have progressed as far, as 

Tongaat was often the driver, pushing the city to make progress and ‘get things done’ 

(SACN, 2020a). Less-resourced potential partners might not have had the same power 

and status to pull cities along, and so it is important to explore how cities can embed 

effective partnering with large- and small-scale partners from across society. 

Human-centred city practice
Two projects, in Tshwane and Johannesburg, demonstrate how possibilities open up 

when human beings are placed at the centre of development and local stakeholders are 

involved before built environment solutions are implemented. 

When the City of Tshwane upgraded the Mabopane Urban Precinct Hub, city officials 

connected to human reality by empathising with the informal traders who would be 

affected by the closure of the facility during construction. Instead of dismissing the 

traders’ concerns (because city procurement rules ignore this reality), the project leaders 

found a way to bring the traders into the project as local advisors, providing them with 

some financial compensation but also gaining valuable insights from the users of the 

space (SACN, 2020a). 

In Noordgesig, the JDA worked deliberately to empower 

the community, by building trust, being present and 

transforming the collective outlook of the community 

before the start of the built environment project. The 

city practitioner who led the project was a development 

facilitation specialist and understood the importance 

of being present in the community, being available and 

showing up authentically in order to build trust. The crucial 

difference in this practice was that the practitioner was 

able to prioritise time spent with the community rather 

than time spent reporting and accounting ‘upwards’. 

VIEW THE 
TSHWANE  

CASE STUDY 
HERE
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CONCLUSION

In 2018, two decades after President Thabo Mbeki’s visit to 

Zanemvula  BOX 2 , President Cyril Ramaphosa visited Lusikisiki 

Municipality to open a police station and was similarly shocked 

by the lack of delivery. He undertook to improve coordinated 

delivery and, following discussions with COGTA, the DDM was 

born. The DDM promises to address systemic issues, but its 

problem diagnosis is worryingly familiar, i.e., municipalities have 

not been able to develop effective plans, do not have the human 

capacity to steer government investment and a strong ‘one plan’ 

is needed for all of government. However, as this chapter has 

highlighted, unless the rules of the game are addressed, there is a 

real risk that in 20 years’ time, another president will visit another 

community, have the same experience and find the system falling 

into the same capability trap. The breakdown in cooperative 

governance is not simply because of the lack of a strong plan, 

but because of the formal and informal rules that shape behaviour 

in the cooperative space, in particular the impact of partial 

devolution of functions, the political-administrative interface 

and the lack of deep community engagement and partnerships. 

Therefore, if whole-of-government and all-of-society approaches 

to development are to succeed, a shift in municipal practice is 

required, which means changing the rules of the game. This is not 

a straightforward task, as urban systems are very complex.

The journey of the BEITT highlights the passion and human 

capability that exist within the system, as well as the disabling 

rules that hinder city practitioners from actively solving community 

development challenges. The BEITT has provided a space 

for reflection and learning, which is seldom found within city 

institutions, and reminded practitioners of the wide gap between 

city intentions and actual practices and results. This chapter offers 

some of the leading perspectives, based on municipal practitioner 

experience, into what matters most for South Africa in the efforts 

to exit the capability trap and make progress in driving spatial 

transformation. 

Spatial transformation depends on the collective actions of many 

stakeholders – policies, strategies and plans are not enough. This 

chapter reframes the challenges, and calls for a set of different 

interventions to unlock transformative practices that have 

community development at the centre. Intergovernmental and 

municipal systems should enable local government practitioners 

For cities to evolve and 
improve spatial outcomes, 
they need to harness the 
energy of practitioners to 

disrupt the status quo. This 
requires creating an 

organisational space for 
trying out new ways of 
working and actively 

encouraging new ideas. 
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and politicians to build and sustain meaningful relationships with communities, 

empowering them to be leading partners of development and to see themselves 

and their neighbours as part of a transformation agenda. This requires a shift 

in the way things are done, but at the same time opens possibilities to new 

ideas, directions and solutions for turning the tide in the fight against spatial 

inequality, inefficiency and injustice. It starts with making hard decisions and 

choices during the next term of office, and not continuing to misdiagnose the 

problem as simply inadequate municipal capacity. 

The next local government cycle starts amid the COVID-19 pandemic, which 

has made partnering a focus of the municipal working reality. Cities will 

need to do more with less, by working with others, pooling resources and 

energies, and building their internal capabilities. The COVID-19 moment has 

highlighted the importance of changing the rules of play but, most importantly, 

of acknowledging that rules must be changed to achieve better outcomes. The 

choices are to introduce a new set of rules, which will affect vested interests in 

the private and public sector, or to continue down the current path, in the belief 

that slight ‘tweaks’ to the same set of rules will deliver transformed outcomes. 

The stories and experience of many built environment practitioners hopefully 

hold enough value to warrant some reflection and attention to these areas. 

The reality is that, if the rules described in this chapter are not addressed with 

urgency and in a way that places communities at the centre, any well-intended 

new plan, programme or project will not result in the intended outcomes. 

New rules of the game are required to put cities at the centre of facilitating 

development with enthusiasm, purpose and creativity. 

This chapter does not claim to identify all the rules or provide a new rule book 

for the spatial transformation game. However, it does offer some insights 

into the areas where new rules are required. An exciting project would be to 

uncover and map out the full set of rules, and to test and explore new ones. The 

formal rules operating across government certainly need better alignment and 

rationalisation, but there are opportunities to make quick changes to the informal 

rules, such as through cultural responses, norms and performance pressures 

and incentives within municipalities. National government could create the 

regulatory and legislative space for cities and their partners to experiment more 

easily. It could change reporting and performance measurements to encourage 

intergovernmental cooperation, while cities could change some significant 

operating rules. The recommendations below propose rules that could build the 

implementation mechanics required to propel the spatial transformation arena 

into the future.

Establishing a new 
set of ‘rules’ can 

create the positive 
disruption required 

to unlock potential in 
the system and grow 

implementation 
capability.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

The rules governing municipal practice are established at multiple levels of the system – 

institutional, organisational, team and individual. The drive to establish new sets of rules to 

inform development work would need to be owned and led from within the system, although 

people operating outside the system could play an advisory role. 

Encourage transversal management in cities
• City performance management systems should reward city practitioners who solve 

challenges collaboratively, innovatively and dynamically, and be based on how far actions 

yielded community development. 

• City departments should not be allowed to select and prioritise projects in isolation, but be 

given the authority to work transversally, thereby enabling the other departments (planning, 

economic development, sustainability and finance) to drive integrated implementation. 

For example, economic development should develop a standard city local empowerment 

strategy to be used transversally across all projects.

• COGTA should introduce a developmental audit, which monitors behaviours and 

processes as stringently as a financial audit but emphasises value for money, development 

and social return. 

Measure and reward intergovernmental cooperation 
• COGTA should collaborate with national government on city processes to prioritise 

collective not individual outcomes. 

• Cities should be supported to lead clear and well-facilitated processes of collective  

spatial and project prioritisation at the beginning of an administrative cycle and  

annually thereafter. 

• COGTA should develop a maturity matrix for measuring the quality of intergovernmental 

cooperation linked to the IUDF and DDM.

• Cities should not take the lead on renewed intergovernmental co-operation but should 

offer to host engagements, forums and meetings differently, i.e., work creatively, use 

facilitated methods, connect in human ways, and pull in social facilitators to assist with 

building relationships across spheres of government.

Review legislation and regulations
• National Treasury should review the behavioural impacts of the MFMA on municipalities. It 

should work with cities to explore new, more open and enabling regulatory environments, 

as the MFMA regulations and audit supremacy are not preventing corruption but are 

hampering development.
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• COGTA should rationalise the local government legislative 

environment, to assess the sectoral legislation contradictions and 

over-regulation born from different disciplinary and philosophical 

departure points, and work across the intergovernmental system to 

develop a seamless web of legislation for a one-plan approach.

• The regulatory environment should create explicit space for cities to 

experiment and try new approaches that strive for value for money, 

community-centred development; for example, celebrate and 

reward different supply chain management approaches that place 

development and transformation at the centre.

Improve the political-admininstrative interface
• SALGA and city leadership should empower politicians to educate 

administrators on the political realities and pressures of local 

government – the administrative internal operations are an open 

book, but the political world is not. 

• Administrators need to become interested in the political system in 

which they work and invest in platforms for sharing and engaging. 

Build capacity and learning 
• Cities should develop monitoring and evaluation (M&E) tools that 

foster deep reflection and learning. 

• Cities should include M&E as a learning tool in all projects, as a 

method to build relationships and drive discussions with peers and 

other spheres of government. 

Integrate social facilitation skills
• Cities should make social facilitation a critical constant, by 

hiring skilled social facilitators and allowing them to work across 

departments and lead collective visioning, planning, project 

landing and partnering. Social facilitation should be a transversally 

embedded city capability that shapes the work of the various 

departments through an evidence base of community engagement 

and partnership.

• The local empowerment strategy should be linked to social 

facilitation work streams, so that there is a smart link between 

building relationships with communities in areas where projects will 

be delivered and actual implementation of projects. 
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CONCLUSION

Section 2 has provided perspectives of how cities have used cooperative governance and an all-

of-society approach towards becoming more economically and socially inclusive, sustainable and 

spatially transformed. What emerges is that to stand any chance of meeting their long-term goals, 

cities need to adopt whole-of-government and all-of-society practices, which are also a useful starting 

point for addressing different governance concerns that are interconnected and interdependent.

CHAPTER 1. Governing South African Cities notes that, over the past five years, little progress has 

been made towards achieving the vision of the Integrated Urban Development Framework (IUDF) – 

economically and socially inclusive, sustainable and spatially transformed cities. Despite its noble 

intent, the current intergovernmental system has failed to produce the developmental local government 

needed to achieve the ideals of the Constitution and subsequent legislation and policies. As the country 

gradually emerges from the COVID-19 pandemic, there is both an urgent need and considerable 

political will for a new approach to urban governance. The chapter argues that the time has come to 

do things differently, to adopt a new approach to governance and to relook at the urban governance 

structures. This means fully enabling urban autonomy, through empowering and devolving power, 

functions, responsibilities and resources to local government. Cities need to take full responsibility 

for rights-based and developmental government that is accountable to the communities that they 

serve. This will require improving cross-sectoral alignment, interactions with city stakeholders, and 

community participation; and depoliticising and professionalising the administration. 

CHAPTER 2. Productive Cities: Governance and Economic Inclusion shows that different economic 

actors need to interact, encourage dialogue and cooperate constantly in the interest of devising 

solutions to common challenges. This is essential for the (re)development of cities that are able to 

provide economic opportunities and benefits for all, especially the marginalised and vulnerable. 

The chapter highlights the importance of economic actors coming together to better understand 

city economies, and provides a profile of the current structure and composition of the nine cities. It 

describes some of the cooperative structures that cities can use for collaborating around available 

economic development levers and provides examples of how these levers can be used, including how 

communities can become engaged. Finally, the chapter draws lessons and recommendations that 

might be adopted in future efforts for economic growth, redress and governance.

CHAPTER 3. Inclusive Cities: Transversal Cooperation for Inclusion and Wellbeing shows that whole-

of-government and all-of-society practices are inherent to building more inclusive cities. Urbanisation 

is a driving force for development when managed correctly, but may also lead to greater inequality and 

exclusion. Inclusion is rooted in the need for transformation and spatial justice, and greater inclusion 

results in improved quality of life or wellbeing of citizens. South African cities are spaces of exclusion 

and inequality, but pockets of excellence show that cities can become more inclusive through adopting 

whole-of-government and all-of-society approaches. These examples highlight the importance of 

community ownership and participation, and of the role played by integrators or champions. The chapter 

argues for the shifting of the foundations of urban institutions, systems, processes and stakeholders, 

as current efforts only skim the surface of power and politics, and allow inequality to grow. The 

multidimensional nature of inclusion and wellbeing demands effective cooperative governance and an 
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all-of-society approach. Cities need to co-create with communities. This requires people-centred and 

inclusive public systems, processes and practices; skilled city practitioners who are able to work with 

complexity and with multiple stakeholders; and the upscaling and institutionalising of good practices 

to yield sustainable inclusion and wellbeing outcomes for city dwellers.

CHAPTER 4. Sustainable Cities: Cooperative Governance of the Just Urban Transition emphasises 

the institutional and cooperative governance arrangements that constrain sustainability transitions in 

cities. For just urban transitions to become a reality, specific interventions that harness partnerships 

are required to enable shared value propositions, and joint planning and implementation. Partnerships 

are also best facilitated by networks, intermediaries and knowledge brokers who have high degrees 

of autonomy and can establish the practical ground rules for partnering. The chapter explores how 

a shared value proposition can be formulated across sectors of society by offering examples of 

transversal cooperative initiatives and urban-level intermediaries, as well as city case studies reflecting 

different partnering strategies. 

CHAPTER 5. Spatially Trapped: Transforming the Rules of the Game reveals the structural forces in 

municipalities that shape the behaviours of practitioners, which in turn hinder whole-of-government 

and all-of-society practices that support the attainment of spatial transformation goals. These forces, or 

‘‘rules of the game’’ are both formal (legislation) and informal (institutional norms and power dynamics), 

and have contributed to the current challenges with intergovernmental cooperation and meaningful 

community engagement and partnerships. These rules can be transformed or shifted, by building 

on good practices, such as the examples included in this chapter, and modifying operating rules, 

reporting and performance measurements to encourage (and reward) intergovernmental cooperation, 

transversal management, human-centred practice and long-term community involvement. The chapter 

does not claim to provide a new rule book for the spatial transformation game, but rather offers insights 

into areas where new rules would propel the implementation of spatial transformation.
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