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OVERVIEW

This case study explores the importance of effective planning application processes 

for small businesses. Delays in processing land development applications have an 

impact on investment attraction and business expansion and growth, and are key 

indicators for the ease of doing business within a region. To improve planning 

processes and related communication and cooperation with the local business 

community, the Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality (NMBM) has introduced an 

Electronic Municipal Application Management System (e-MAMS), which includes 

the Electronic Land Applications Management System (e-LAMS) and the Electronic 

Building Plans Application Management System (e-BPAMS). The introduction of 

these systems represents an important mechanism to address existing shortfalls 

in the City’s land-use application processes, which were exacerbated by closure 

and disruptions caused by COVID-19. 

The importance of an effective land application system 
Planning decisions are a key municipal function and require input from several 

internal departments. For years, such cross-departmental collaboration was 

hampered in the NMBM. This contributed to delays in approvals and a backlog 

of queries on planning applications. In 2020, the COVID-19 lockdown resulted 

in the closure of many City departments, causing further delays. A survey of 

the local business community conducted between 2019 and 2020 had already 

highlighted the significant impact of such delays on business viability and 

operations, illustrating how ineffective land application systems can affect a city’s 

attractiveness for investment, business expansion and growth.

https://www.sacities.net/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Nelson-Mandela-Bay_case-study-report_final-June-2021.pdf
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Introduction of the e-MAMS pilot project
To improve application processes, the municipality introduced e-MAMS, which includes the Electronic 

Land Application Management System (e-LAMS) and the Electronic Building Plans Application 

Management System (e-BPAMS). This electronic system replaces the paper-based system, which 

had resulted in high workloads for staff, and opportunities for political interference and influence over 

applications by city officials and for applicants to bypass the system, resulting in decreased revenue 

from application fees and increased expenditure on law enforcement (to follow up on uncontrolled 

building and land developments). 

The e-MAMS system provides a 

platform that enables the integration 

of city planning systems and the 

automation/digitisation of submissions, 

workflows and decision-making, with 

a step-by-step process that highlights 

fields to be completed, reducing the 

number of incomplete applications 

and associated delays. It also offers a 

document management system and 

can be integrated into performance 

management systems. Phase 1 of e-MAMS includes the e-LAMS and e-BPAMS functions. Applications 

can be submitted online, after which notifications of progress are sent to the applicants via email and 

SMS. Officials can track and extract current information related to the applications. The system also 

includes ‘checkpoints’ in the process to allow for authorised sign-off. 

Taken together, this system brings benefits in four areas: people, data, processes and systems.

ANTICIPATED BENEFITS OF E-MAMS

PEOPLE DATA PROCESSES SYSTEMS

• Makes staff more 
accountable 

• Streamlines internal 
audit processes 

• Offers applicants easy 
access to information 

• Improves service 
delivery through 
better turnaround 
times and quality  
of service

• Data is captured 
at source, thus 
reducing chances 
for human error in 
inputting data

• Data is available in 
real time

• Business processes 
are clearly defined 
and standardised

• Relevant information is 
available for reporting 
and management 
oversight

• Fully integrated system 

• Makes use of 
technology 

• Reduces the burden of 
a paper-based system 
as building plans, 
land use applications, 
enforcement and 
legal are available 
and circulated 
electronically 
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GOVERNANCE INSIGHTS

Importance of stakeholder engagement for system reform
Private business and civil society participated in and responded positively to the e-MAMS pilot project, 

as it responded to their concerns about the impact of ineffective land application systems on business 

viability and operations. Going forward, the NMBM acknowledges that e-MAMS users need to be engaged 

during the implementation process, so that the municipality can better understand their needs and build 

a trust-based interface between the local authority and stakeholders. This will require coordination and 

consultation between the NMBM and key business formations, as well as a regular flow of information 

through mandatory engagements that are active, authentic and meaningful. The practicalities of 

keeping the municipality working during the COVID-19 lockdown provided further insights into how the 

municipality could engage with stakeholders more effectively. The lockdown specifically demonstrated 

the importance of public-private partnerships, collaboration among stakeholders and a common, shared 

purpose, which are the foundations for building Nelson Mandela Bay’s future economy.

Importance of technology for improving state capability
For external applicants, e-MAMS has important benefits, including making planning processes more 

clearly defined and standardised, information more easily available and the application process more 

efficient. It also has important advantages for the municipality itself. A fully integrated system that is 

based on digital technology ensures greater accountability of staff, streamlines internal audit processes 

and reduces the risk of human error, as data is captured once, at the source, and is available in real 

time. The result is improved turnover times, information quality and overall service delivery. The project 

therefore illustrates the advantages of technology and automation for improving state capability and 

performance, which can be applied to other areas of service delivery for businesses and residents. 

Importance of internal coordination for 
effective service delivery
Technology has an important contribution to make to 

improved service delivery. But to streamline service delivery 

for businesses, local authorities also need to improve internal 

coordination. The World Bank report on Doing Business in 

South Africa of 2018 found that authorities are not internally 

coordinating processes, which increases the burden for the 

applicant. Central to improving planning systems is a more 

efficient use of existing resources, even when financial and 

human resources are constrained, by looking into ways in 

which internal processes and resources can be streamlined 

and optimised through process or workflow mapping. 

A prerequisite for such improvements is the existence of 

sufficient staff with the necessary expertise, as well as a 

properly functioning political-administrative interface, which 

allows municipal officials to use planning frameworks and 

their expertise to make planning decisions professionally 

while councillors provide oversight. 
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LEARNINGS

Towards stakeholder engagement in a post-COVID-19 city
The COVID-19 lockdown had a significant negative impact on municipal planning processes, budgets, 

timeframes, priorities and compliance reporting on project funding. At the same time, learning from this 

impact and the ways that were found to overcome it may offer important opportunities for significant 

shifts in focus, methods of working and approaches to political instability in the post-COVID-19 city. 

The practicalities of keeping the local authority working during the COVID-19 lockdown have been 

significant and unprecedented. The ways in which the local authority had to engage with civil society, 

communities and business during the lockdown, illustrate an important positive ‘shift in focus’ and way 

forward in future engagements.

Importance of intergovernmental collaboration to support local businesses
While more streamlined internal processes of coordination are central to improving the effectiveness 

of service delivery, collaboration between local and national government spheres is just as important. 

As legislation around spatial planning and land use management as well as around business largely sit 

with national government, national regulations can create obstacles for businesses that are beyond the 

scope of the local authority. There is therefore a need for more engagements between the municipality 

and national government around business regulations in support of local businesses.

Importance of sharing best practices for improving the ease of doing business
The experiences of the private sector differ from metro to metro, based on existing local processes, 

political leadership, staff capacity, technological systems and the ability to make decisions efficiently. 

South African cities have been slow to institute regulatory reforms to improve the ease of doing business, 

and yet such reforms can produce significant results. For example, by automating municipal processes, 

Mangaung Municipality was able to reduce the time taken to transfer property. The NMBM also improved 

its processes for getting electricity. As per a World Bank suggestion, metros will need to focus on improving 

lesson-sharing, learning from the best practices of other municipalities to improve their performance. 
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