
“At times, the strategic importance of cities to the national economy, 
to social cohesion in the country, and to the achievement of national 
environmental goals, appears to be insufficiently appreciated.  
The metros are the hands and feet of the developmental state –  
an essential part of the solution to the socio-economic challenges 
facing the country.”
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Main findings
Compared to a decade ago, the economic and social conditions in South African cities are in many respects better. 
Employment has increased, investment in economic and social infrastructure is higher than ever, and external connectivity 
has improved through better transport links. Large numbers of households have benefited from state support for new 
housing and the extension of water, sanitation, electricity and other essential services. However, the recession has hit cities 
harder than other places, setting back earlier progress on employment, public spending and their induced effects. After 
experiencing the strongest growth during the 2000s, the metros in Gauteng appear to have been worst affected by the 
downturn. 

Improved economic opportunities have encouraged people to move towards the cities, mostly to informal settlements 
and backyard shacks in the townships. Some migration flows have been temporary, while others have been reversed by 
the recession. Nevertheless, the provision of housing and services by the public sector has struggled to keep pace with the 
combination of urbanisation and natural population growth. Hence, the number and proportion of households living in 
informal dwellings in the cities have actually increased. Meanwhile, the share of informal housing in the rest of the country 
has been falling, and access to electricity and sanitation has increased more in the rural areas than in the cities as a result 
of improved delivery starting from a lower base.

Metro municipalities have found it difficult to plan and manage the pressures of population and economic growth. 
The result has been limited progress in providing households with access to essential services – the main reason for 
community dissatisfaction with council performance and protests over service delivery. However, the protests are also a 
sign that residents are committed to their areas and do not see themselves as temporary. Municipalities and other public 
bodies have also struggled to improve the quality of new settlements, including the provision of more appropriate forms 
of accommodation in better locations. 

This struggle is partly because government spheres and sectors have not worked together well. There has also been 
insufficient flexibility and creativity in policies towards state-owned land, housing and infrastructure. Consequently, 
not much progress can be detected in integrating the fragmented structure and lay-out of South African cities through, 
for example, in-fill and densification of well-located areas. Without a better balance in the location of new housing 
development and of employment, the transport system has had to cope with rising demand for travel and long commuter 
flows. However, in the face of growing congestion and other transport problems, several positive initiatives have been 
taken on public transport and road improvements, which could also benefit the environment.

Concerns about the environment have moved rapidly up the local, national and international policy agenda. South African 
cities face growing challenges of food security, carbon emissions and constraints on water and energy supply. Some 
municipalities are pursuing more ecologically sustainable approaches to the use of resources and are making progress in 
aspects of transport, recycling and energy efficiency. These positive signs of experimentation and innovation demonstrate 
that much can be done at city level to realise national and international environmental commitments, by reducing 
emissions, developing alternative energy sources and managing waste better. Still, more could be done to connect 
policies and actions concerned with climate change to wider development efforts. 
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 The bold vision of developmental metropolitan government established in the late-1990s has been far more difficult to 
put into practice than was originally envisaged. Municipalities struggle in the face of many competing demands, some 
of which are symptoms of deep-seated inequality, poverty and unemployment. Political instability, mismanagement 
and administrative failures complicate the situation and indicate that the whole system is under intense stress. Local 
government remains one of the least trusted public institutions, and its standing in society shows no sign of improvement. 
Communities, who were supposed to be closely involved in development programmes, criticise municipalities for being 
remote and unresponsive.

In some respects, the messages about municipal finance are more positive, although there are also warning signs. 
Council expenditures and revenues have grown strongly, and capital investment has never been higher, largely due to a 
big increase in national grant funding for municipalities. Weaknesses include a rapid increase in council operating costs 
and less effort being made to collect local taxes. Many councils are experiencing cash-flow problems, which are in part 
related to expenditure associated with the 2010 FIFA World Cup™. In future, before committing large-scale resources, most 
councils need to be more careful about where and how they invest. The growth of national transfers, at the expense of 
local revenues, also raises longer-term concerns about local accountability because it weakens the connection between 
municipalities and local citizens.

Is resilience a useful perspective?
Resilience has provided a useful overarching perspective to link different themes and thereby lend coherence to the 
analysis. It is complementary to, rather than a substitute for, other important analytical tools and concepts. Resilience 
implies the ability of urban systems and institutions to accommodate different sources of change and adapt to a state 
of flux. The need for versatility and resourcefulness arises from the openness of cities to external economic, social and 
environmental forces – for example, through trade, investment flows, migration and climate change. This openness 
creates opportunities for local growth and development, but also heightens the risks and vulnerabilities for citizens and 
communities, as witnessed with the recent recession. 

“Improved economic opportunities 
have encouraged people to move 
towards the cities.”

“The provision of housing and services by the public sector has 
struggled to keep pace with the combination of urbanisation and 
natural population growth.”
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Political and social changes are pervasive in South African cities during the contemporary period of transition. 
‘Transformation’ processes are naturally associated with upheaval, instability and insecurity for particular groups and 
interests. Economic and spatial structures are often subject to more inertia than political systems and slower to change, 
creating social tensions and pressures from frustrated expectations. Systemic resilience and the ability to absorb pressures 
can help to avoid excessive disorder and breakdown that causes chaos and anarchy. Changes in the economy’s structure 
are also important to prevent cities being locked into obsolete industries, out-dated techniques and rigid practices. 
In a different respect, the resilience of cities in a physical or ecological sense is highly relevant to climate change and 
environmental pressures. Now and into the future, South African cities need to be able to cope with a constrained supply 
of water and energy and more erratic weather conditions.

Municipal governments have important roles to perform in ensuring and improving urban resilience, which goes well 
beyond the routine delivery of basic services. They can assist economic actors (companies and individuals) to  
anticipate and adapt to technological, regulatory and market changes. They can provide infrastructure and services in 
innovative ways that use resources more efficiently, conserve energy and minimise waste and emissions. They can help 
to resolve social conflicts over land use, property development and public spaces by negotiating outcomes that serve 
the overall public interest and support the rights of the poor. They can manage public assets and finances prudently by 
investing sensibly and collecting revenues owed by ratepayers. To do all this they require the leadership, knowledge and 
resources to promote positive change, working in partnership with other stakeholders who also have contributions to 
make to the process.

Important messages for decision-makers  
Three broad messages for decision-makers arise from the evidence and analysis in this report. All three reflect the short-
term pressures facing city governments, as well as longer-term imperatives for creating more resilient, efficient and 
equitable cities.

1.	 Refresh the developmental vision of metro government
The original positive vision of local government has got lost in the midst of mounting concerns about service protests, 
mismanagement, political factionalism and self-interest. The creation of metro government was intended to be about 
much more than the delivery of household services to a passive citizenry, or the regulation of the physical environment 
to protect property owners. A bolder vision is required. Metro councils need to create conditions in which all citizens 
can develop to their full potential by leading productive and fulfilling lives. This vision should advocate the building of 
positive capabilities for production rather than welfarism or consumption. Metros would thereby give greater priority to 
investment in economic infrastructure, human capabilities and value-added enterprises and activities. Above all else, the 
consensus across society is that South African cities need more and better jobs and improved livelihoods. 
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 More resilient and prosperous cities, with a stronger and more diverse productive base, will be better equipped to raise 
the revenues required to fund welfare services, public goods and environmental improvements. A range of social benefits 
will flow from more people in work, with greater community cohesion and stability, lower crime, improved well-being 
and a higher quality of life. This should enhance the reputation of cities as places to live, work, study, visit and invest in, 
while promoting a virtuous circle of self-reinforcing growth and development. Meanwhile, ordinary people will have an 
important route out of poverty and gain meaning, dignity and structure to their lives.  

The economy should be a cross-cutting priority of each municipality, rather than a stand-alone function delegated to a 
single department. Councils should work closely with other spheres of government, the parastatals and private sector 
to boost investment in economic infrastructure, transport, energy, water and land. Such co-operation would improve 
the business environment and release productive potential. Improved skills, competences and work experience of 
young people and other unemployed adults would strengthen their job prospects and productivity. Councils should 
work in partnership with other business development agencies to support the attraction, retention and development 
of enterprises; these range from self-employment and informal enterprises to dynamic growth companies and 
multinationals. They should seek to develop new activities in the green and social economies, where a great deal of 
valuable work remains to be done and where people are available, given some organisation, knowledge and resources. 
In short, councils should work towards the vision of a multi-level developmental state in which the power of every sphere 
and sector of government is harnessed to ensure that every city develops to its full potential.

2.	 Stabilise metro government and restore trust
The competence and integrity of metropolitan government is under more intense public scrutiny than ever before. 
A tarnished reputation damages public confidence and undermines the ability of municipalities to do their jobs 
properly. National and provincial government are less likely to respect their decision-making authority and devolve 
powers and resources to city level. The new cohort of municipal leaders and officials need to face up to past problems 
of mismanagement, administrative failures, under-spending, flawed tendering procedures and malpractice. Greater 
openness and honesty about inherited difficulties is the first step towards resolving them. Good leadership accepts 
responsibility for problems and sets about finding appropriate solutions.

A concerted effort is required from national government and political parties, as well as from local councils themselves, 
to restore popular trust and credibility in local government by strengthening ethical procedures, reviewing systems of 
staff appointment and councillor selection, and making decision-making more transparent. Oversight and accountability 
mechanisms, such as ward committees, could be enhanced to give communities a stronger voice in decision-making.  
The role of councillors could usefully be reviewed to make their role as essential intermediaries between the  
administration and communities more effective. The new Consumer Protection Act will put extra pressure on the metros 
to get their houses in order. It gives residents of high-capacity municipalities new rights to demand services (such as  
water, electricity and refuse removal) of a generally acceptable standard and within a reasonable timeframe.
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As the basic competence and capabilities of municipalities increase over time, leadership stability and continuity should 
also improve. All spheres of government and society need to recognise the importance of effective city leadership. 
At times, the strategic importance of cities to the national economy, to social cohesion in the country, and to the 
achievement of national environmental goals, appears to be insufficiently appreciated. The metros are the hands and feet 
of the developmental state – an essential part of the solution to the socio-economic challenges facing the country. To be 
successful they also require capable eyes, ears and brains – i.e. high calibre leadership operating intelligent systems with 
the support of national authorities. 

A new commitment is required, to work with communities in order to channel their energies into constructive activities 
rather than in protest action or apathy. By engaging more closely, the municipality and community groups would 
improve their understanding of each other’s problems, options and realities. It should help to transfer knowledge, skills 
and capabilities to local citizens. Council planners and engineers should work in partnership with service providers, 
infrastructure contractors and community organisations on practical problem-solving to build consensus and 
commitment. A multitude of community-based projects should be developed that build capabilities while providing 
goods and services that meet local needs.  

3.	 Start reshaping and reconfiguring cities
The current spatial development trajectory of South African cities is creating problems for the present and storing up 
bigger problems for the future. City governments are patently failing to plan and manage urban growth effectively.  
A concerted effort is required to start turning around the super-tanker of distorted urban development because of the 
damaging cumulative effects of current investment decisions. Over time, fragmented cities need to be knitted together 
more tightly in the interests of functional efficiency, social inclusion and environmental sustainability. The densification 
of well-located areas also needs to be taken much more seriously, by national as well local government. More intense 
development of vacant and under-used land is required, as well as retro-fitting of established inner cities and suburbs to 
boost population thresholds and raise environmental standards. Considerable scope exists to introduce efficiencies in 
energy and water consumption, better waste management practices and renewable energy sources.

The progressive devolution of built environment functions to the metros presents a unique opportunity and offers 
exceptional prospects for formulating more integrated and coherent spatial development strategies for cities. The 
metros will need to develop a suite of plans, policies and practical competences to start transforming current practices 
and achieving an urban environment that is genuinely more resilient, efficient and equitable. Planners, surveyors, 
engineers, developers, environmentalists and other professionals will need to get out of their comfort zones and silos and 
work together much more closely. They will also have to become far more creative in devising new solutions for urban 
restructuring, intensification and integration. Municipal accountants, audit officials, financiers and regulators will also 
need to understand the importance of integrated investment decisions, innovative thinking and flexibility to achieve the 
desired outcomes. High-level national support will be required through funding, strategic oversight, legislative changes 
(e.g. in land-use management, planning and building standards), and the taxation and regulation of private motoring to 
improve public transport. 

A prerequisite for better strategic planning and investment decisions is an improved evidence base and understanding 
of urban trends and processes. Furthermore, in a volatile and precarious environment, a fuller appreciation of different 
sources of risk and vulnerability is also vital. Decisions to invest in or regulate activity are too often based on intuition 
rather than on sound evidence or understanding. National government should commit to improving the availability of 
city-level and municipal-level data on economic, social, demographic, environmental and governance issues, perhaps 
through Statistics SA. Every city should also have some kind of ‘observatory’ function to assemble information, monitor 
important trends, conduct research and help to evaluate policy.

“Fragmented cities need to be knitted together more tightly in the 
interests of functional efficiency, social inclusion and environmental 
sustainability.”






