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

INTRODUCTION

The preamble to the sustainable development goals (SDGs) 

refers to the world’s commitment to a “transformed world”.1 For 

the first time in modern history, the global community of nations 

represented in the United Nations has agreed on a set of goals 

that includes eradicating poverty (SDG 1) and reducing inequality 

(SDG 10) without destroying the planet’s natural systems and 

resources (SDGs 6, 7, 13, 14 and 15). Furthermore, SDG 11 

(sustainable cities and communities), read together with SDG 17 

(partnerships for the goals), makes clear that these global goals 

must be realised in cities. 

In a majorly urban world, what cities do will affect the extent and 

pace of the wider transition to sustainability. Cities and urban 

areas are crucial for ensuring global sustainability and resilience 

(Sitas et al., 2021), as they are places where urban challenges 

(food and water insecurity, and lack of basic services) collide 

with climate change impacts and disaster risks (Koop & van 

Leeuwen,  2017). “Cities are where the battle for sustainable 

development will be won or lost” (UN, 2013: 17). By 2050, two-

thirds (66%) of the global population will live in urban spaces, up 

from 54% in 2015, resulting in massive increases in the demand 

for urban infrastructure."2 

The resource-use implications and environmental impacts 

of urbanisation parallel the severity of urban climate impacts 

(IRP, 2018). This is recognised in global agreements and policies, 

such as the New Urban Agenda (NUA) that gives guidance 

to countries, regions and cities on planning and managing 

sustainable urbanisation, while the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) has called for urgent action in response 

to impending climate chaos (IPCC, 2018). An increase in global 

temperatures above 1.5°C will disrupt basic social and economic 

activities, with the worst consequences being for people and 

communities living in the global South. In southern Africa, 

temperatures are rising at about twice the global rate, which 

poses a significant risk to the region (Engelbrecht et al., 2019). 

1	 https://sdgs.un.org/goals 
2	 https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/population/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-

prospects.html 
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In the face of climate change and environmental challenges, 

healthy and functioning urban ecosystems play a crucial role 

in ensuring the resilience of communities and landscapes 

(Keeler et al., 2019; McPhearson et al., 2015; Sitas et al., 2021). 

Therefore, a new strategy for 21st century urbanisation requires 

parallel actions around urban planning, sustainable design and 

resource efficiency that result in just urban transitions. 

Africa is the most vulnerable region
Africa is the most rapidly urbanising region of the world and faces 

immense urban challenges, including the growth of unmanaged 

informality, poverty and inequality, combined with fragmented 

governance capacities (Smit, 2018). The lack of service 

delivery is widely recognised as a critical urban challenge in 

Sub-Saharan Africa, especially in the informal settlements that 

comprise over 60% of the total urban population — the highest 

percentage in the world (Zerbo et al., 2020). Ensuring effective 

and equitable service provision has proven to be an unending 

task, more so given the rapid urbanisation taking place (Moretto 

et al., 2018). This is often caused by governance structures that 

persist in trying to satisfy urgent and growing demands through 

regulating and maintaining conventional systems, without 

considering ways of working with informality and long-term 

sustainable solutions (Wolfram et al., 2019). 

In Sub-Saharan Africa, a major cross-cutting challenge is 

climate change, which has the greatest negative impact on 

the most vulnerable segments of society (Serdeczny et al., 

2017). Climate change overlays existing challenges, leading 

to municipal/local government officials having to deal with 

ever-increasing complexity and uncertainty in decision-making 

(Baker & Sovacool, 2017), and exacerbates the entrenched 

social inequalities that often act as major barriers to meaningful 

participation and collaboration (Gumucio et al., 2020). 

South Africa is both highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate 

change and a major greenhouse-gas emitter. In transitioning to 

a low-emissions society, the three spheres of government will 

need to balance mitigation commitments with adaptation needs 

and ambitions for an inclusive economy (Petrie et al., 2018). This 

is recognised in South Africa’s National Development Plan (NDP) 

and the subsequent Integrated Urban Development Framework 

(IUDF), which make the connection between eradicating 

poverty, reducing inequalities and sustaining key ecosystems 

THE NEW URBAN AGENDA 
(NUA)

Building on decades of global networking 
between cities and associated urban 
research outputs, the NUA presents the 
key social, environmental and economic 
building blocks for a just urban transition. 
It recognises the severe threats facing 
cities and human settlements from the 
loss of biodiversity and pressure on 
ecosystems, and represents a call for 
rethinking the urban agenda through 
(UN-Habitat, 2016):
•	 Promoting environmental 

sustainability and sustainable use of 
land and resources, by protecting, 
conserving and restoring 
ecosystems, water, natural habitats 
and biodiversity, and adopting 
lifestyles in harmony with nature.

•	 Addressing the energy and transport 
needs of the urban poor; and 
ensuring decent work and livelihood 
opportunities for all, with special 
attention to vulnerable social 
groups, such as women, youth, 
people with disabilities and those 
living in vulnerable situations. 

•	 Recognising the contribution of the 
working poor in the informal 
economy, promoting the food 
security and nutritional needs of 
urban residents, ensuring 
accountability to the vulnerable 
groups; and considering the 
disproportionate impacts of policies 
on poor and vulnerable people.

The NUA emphasises partnerships and 
urges governments at all levels to 
strengthen and revitalise existing 
partnerships and to pursue new forms of 
direct collaboration with civil society and 
the private sector, thereby promoting 
both local and regional development.
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and resources (COGTA, 2016). The IUDF is intended to address the unique conditions and 

challenges facing South Africa’s cities and towns, by advocating effective management of 

urbanisation, and is underpinned by a growth model of compact, connected and coordinated 

urban areas driven by integrated infrastructure investments. 

Cities are crucial for global sustainability
Cities experience and continue to be exposed to climate impacts, such as extreme heat, 

droughts, flooding and coastal hazards (Hobbie & Grimm, 2020; Revi et al., 2014). They are 

also responsible for using most resources and generating most waste and emissions. If urban 

expansion continues through a ‘business-as-usual’ approach, material consumption will 

increase from 40 billion tonnes in 2010 to about 90 billion by 2050 (IRP, 2018). However, if 

cities change their approach to the design, construction and operation of urban infrastructures, 

they could halve resource consumption by 2050 and thus significantly increase urban resilience 

(ibid). Furthermore, cities could take actions to mitigate further global warming and to address 

the impacts of climate change on a systemic level (SUP, 2018). Such actions depend upon the 

ability of cities to take faster action and to innovate scalable solutions more easily than other 

spheres of government, potentially through greater proximity to the problems experienced by 

people (ibid). Local governments of the global South are in a unique position to contribute to 

the global sustainability agenda, by harnessing the creative capacities within cities appropriate 

to their respective developmental circumstances (Keeler et al., 2019; McPhearson et al., 2015; 

Nagendra et al., 2018; Ziervogel et al., 2021). 

In South Africa, cities face the triple challenge that is common to most cities across the world, 

but in particular in the global South: they must respond to profound environmental challenges (in 

particular climate change, resource depletion and ecosystem vulnerability); address deepening 

socioeconomic inequalities exacerbated by the global pandemic; and establish new modes 

of cooperative governance appropriate for the complexities of urban development in the 

information age. In brief, cities need to make key transitions in order to be sustainable. 

A just urban transition
A just urban transition is, in essence, a process of transitioning over a period of time to inclusive, 

equitable, resilient and spatially integrated cities that are decarbonised, resource efficient and 

biodiverse. A just urban transition is not an outcome, but a process inspired by this vision of 

a sustainable city. Therefore, a successful just urban transition will depend on all spheres of 

government working within a wider all-of-society approach that includes non-state stakeholders 

from business, civil society, and academic and knowledge institutions. 

In practice, an appropriate balance is needed between the top-down authorising environment, 

and the bottom-up mobilising environment. Without a balance, either the top-down authorising 

environment demobilises the wider society, leading to the delegitimation of local governance 

and oppositional, obstructive and counter-productive situations; or the bottom-up mobilising 

environment is too strong, leading to conflict and governance paralysis. 



STATE OF SOUTH AFRICAN CITIES 2021

•	 While the authorising environment sets vision and provides leadership, it is of necessity about 

command-and-control (being regulatory and policy-driven), subject to budgetary and electoral 

governance cycles, rules-based and upwardly accountable, compliance-oriented and embedded 

within local, provincial and national regulations and rules. 

•	 The mobilising environment has the potential to harness all-of-society energies, which are 

essential for learning, institutional agility and building partnerships with businesses, social 

movements, faith-based organisations and research institutions. 

When a balance is achieved, cooperative governance comes alive, as government officials create 

conditions for innovation, while non-state actors mobilise the resources and capacities required for 

effective implementation rather than being merely oppositional. Effective partnering is what is needed to 

achieve a balance between a top-down authorising environment and a bottom-up mobilising environment. 

Indeed, partnering for the purpose of futuring, while learning from experimentation in practice, is what 

drives urban transitions forward across thousands of cities around the world (Swilling, 2020). 

The adoption of the SDGs has resulted in the emergence of new forms of mission-oriented governance 

(Mazzucato et al., 2021). Mission-oriented governance means defining a shared all-of-society value 

proposition and then mobilising partnerships to make tangible progress towards attaining shared 

achievable goals. This type of governance is needed in an increasingly complex world facing a 

planetary emergency (Preiser et al., 2020), especially in cities of the global South that face the greatest 

challenges. These partnerships – referred to as multi-stakeholder initiatives, public-private partnerships 

or cross-sector collaborations – are changing the understanding of governance.

The chapter starts by examining the state of sustainability transitions in South Africa and South 

African Cities Network (SACN) member cities, in terms of policies, strategies and plans. It then looks 

at examples of transversal cooperative initiatives, in the form of knowledge-sharing networks and 

intermediaries that enable a whole-of-government and all-of-society approach, and multi-stakeholder 

partnerships (in Ekurhuleni, Cape Town and eThekwini) that illustrate the importance of developing 

shared value propositions for implementation through partnerships. Some lessons from the practical 

experiences of cities are then shared and fed into the recommendations provided in the conclusion.

146
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THE CURRENT STATE OF SUSTAINABILITY 
TRANSITIONS

In 2016, the five-yearly SACN flagship State of Cities Report (SoCR) pointed to the need for cities 

to embed sustainability in their development paradigms and to accelerate their sustainability 

transitions (SACN, 2016). Over the past five years, the SACN’s Sustainable Cities programme 

has attempted to document the extent to which cities are, or are not, becoming more sustainable, 

using indicators to track progress and comparative analyses of sustainability practices. The 

SACN highlights the practical challenges encountered in embedding sustainability in cities and 

accelerating their transition (SACN, 2020a; 2020b). The sustainability indicators (water, waste, 

climate and air quality) reveal that each city is following a different pathway towards a just 

urban transition. Some cities emphasise restoring biodiversity, while others focus on improving 

waste management or procuring renewable energy to buffer residents against electricity load-

shedding. This demonstrates the need to recognise that there can be no ‘one-size-fits-all’ 

cooperative governance for a just urban transition within an all-of-society framework. 

Some cities have multiple championing departments and are able to drive solid sustainability 

transition pathways (SACN, 2020b):

•	 In Johannesburg, the Environmental and Infrastructure Services Department (EISD) drives 

overall sustainability in the city, focusing on service utilities and the environment (including 

climate change), while other departments champion different aspects of sustainability. For 

example, the Development Planning Department focuses strongly on inclusionary spatial 

planning through a sustainability lens, while the Smart City Unit engages with innovation to 

build towards a future, sustainable city. 

•	 Ekurhuleni’s sustainability work is driven by both the Environment and Strategic Planning 

Department and the Energy Department.

•	 eThekwini has multiple sites of sustainability practices, including (at minimum) 

Environmental Planning and Climate Protection, the Energy Office and the Planning 

Department.

•	 In Msunduzi, the Environmental Management Unit drives policy, but the City Enterprises 

Business Unit and Integrated Development Plan (IDP) Office accelerate practice by 

supporting implementation. 

In the City of Tshwane, there is one dedicated City Sustainability Unit (CSU), which is located 

in the Executive Mayor’s office and acts as the sustainability advisory and advocacy arm of the 

city. It has strategically linked its work with Tshwane Vision 2055, to address climate change 

issues and stimulate green economic growth. In addition, the CSU uses its location in the city 

to influence city projects that can make sustainability visible and tangible for officials, political 

leaders and citizens.
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Sustainability transitions call for system changes 
During the past 15–20 years certain changes across all levels of the system have contributed 

to sustainability transitions in cities, albeit at a slow pace. These have been at the regime level 

(regulator/government) and at the local level, through socio-technological shifts (interactions between 

infrastructure and technology on the one hand, and quality of life and social wellbeing on the other) 

and through experimentation (on-the-ground pilots or innovations). 

Regime change
Over the past 20 years, the environmental and local government regulatory and policy space has 

changed dramatically, as a result of the adoption of the Constitution and its expression in key pieces of 

legislation that followed, such as the Local Government: Municipal Systems Act (No. 32 of 2000) and 

various National Environmental Management Acts. These ascribed far greater social and economic 

powers, as well as environmental responsibilities, to local government (SACN, 2020b). 

Socio-technological shifts
The interaction between infrastructure and technology, on the one hand, and quality of life and social 

well-being, on the other, has contributed to the transition to sustainability in cities, as far greater 

emphasis is being placed on the demand side of water, energy and waste services to reduce costs and 

to improve the quality of life of people. For instance, the larger metros have implemented infrastructure 

developments (e.g., efficient water-pumping technologies), encouraged and regularised rain-water 

harvesting through local policy (e.g., water tanks on private properties), particularly in light of more 

frequent droughts. In recent years embedded solar photovoltaic (PV) energy supply has reached grid 

parity with the Electricity Supply Commission (Eskom’s) coal-based supply (Eberhard, 2015) and most 

cities have developed processes (technical, tariff, etc.) for installing embedded generation renewable 

energy plants within municipal electricity distribution grids. In the waste sector, ‘separation of waste at 

source’ programmes are taking root, easing the strain on over-stretched landfill sites and contributing 

to the green economy through recycling material, while also creating jobs and business opportunities 

in the waste sector. (SACN, 2020b). 

Experimentation
In recent years, cities have experimented with various projects: municipal rooftop PV installation; 

waste-to-energy projects; buses run on compressed natural gas; working with informal communities 

in waste collection and recycling; community food gardens and urban agriculture; biodiversity and 

community ecosystem-based adaptation projects; and green buildings (SACN, 2020b).

The policies are in place
South African cities face serious resource, eco-system, climate change and socioeconomic challenges. 

In response to these challenges, a combination of national policy frameworks and city-level strategies 

have emerged (Figure 1 and Table 1). The result is a growing commitment to a just urban transition, 

with a diversity of strategies across different cities. However, unless cooperative governance becomes 

a vibrant and creative reality, just urban transitions and transformative adaptation will remain unlikely.
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FIGURE 1: Timeline of national policies, frameworks and key climate-related incidents (2016–2021)
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A matrix of policy frameworks clearly links cooperative governance and urban sustainability to a 

particular focus on the imperatives of a just transition. The country has several intersectoral policy 

frameworks and programmes, such as the IUDF and the Cities Support Programme (CSP), as well 

as national sectoral policy frameworks that cover energy, waste, water and sanitation. All these 

national policy frameworks and programmes emphasise the need to reconcile more sustainable 

resource use with poverty eradication and reduced unemployment and inequality. The transition to 

sustainable, resource-efficient, economically equitable and socially inclusive cities requires a shift 

from traditional, linear and siloed governance approaches to adaptive, participatory and integrated 

modes of governance. Although current city policies on the sustainable use of resources and tackling 

climate change are beginning to reflect this new approach, what it means in practice is less clear, 

given the siloed nature of governance. South Africa is renowned for its capacity to formulate and adopt 

sophisticated policy frameworks, but this has not translated into effective implementation (Mazzucato 

et al., 2021). Nevertheless, more collaborative approaches are starting to emerge emphasising the 

need for a shared value proposition and effective partnering. 

South Africa has made important progress in developing its climate change policy and institutional 

architecture, and officials recognise that climate action is a local government mandate. However, 

there is a lack of clarity regarding the specific roles and responsibilities of sub-national governments 

(Petrie et al., 2018). The national government intends finalising its National Climate Change Bill in 2021,  

with the intention of taking the country through a low-carbon growth trajectory, where “no one is left 

behind”.3 The National Climate Change Adaptation Strategy (NCCAS) provides a common vision of 

climate change adaptation and resilience for the country, and outlines priority areas for achieving this 

vision. It will be used as the basis for meeting South Africa’s obligations in terms of the adaptation 

commitments outlined in the Nationally Determined Contributions (DEA, 2019). The NCCAS is a 

10-year plan that will be reviewed every five years, and is directed not only at national government 

departments but also at South African society as a whole, including the relevant sectoral institutions, 

provincial and local governments, the private sector, the research community and civil society (ibid). 

Prior to the NCCAS, South Africa developed the Strategic Framework and Overarching Implementation 

Plan for Ecosystem-based Adaptation (EbA) in South Africa (2016–2021), which promotes EbA as 

a central component of biodiversity and climate change programmes. EbA is about forging natural 

solutions to climate change (DEA & SANBI, 2016) and adopting nature-based solutions.4 In addition, 

the National Biodiversity Strategies and Action Plans (NBSAP) 2015–2025 describe a path to ensure 

that the management of biodiversity assets and ecological infrastructure continues to support the 

country’s development. The NBSAP’s vision has at its core people and their access to the benefits of 

conserving, managing and using biodiversity, and highlights the development of a skilled workforce 

and effective knowledge foundations, such as indigenous knowledge and citizen science (DEA, 

2015). Local government is mandated to mainstream biodiversity through municipal IDPs and spatial 

development frameworks (SDFs), taking bioregional plans and threatened ecosystems into account 

(SANBI, 2014). 

3	 https://www.stateofthenation.gov.za/sona-2020-feb/addressing-climate-change
4	 Durban has adopted the concept of Community-based Adaptation or CbA (Roberts et al., 2012) that can be subsumed under the more embracing and 

systemic concept of transformative adaptation (C40 CFF, 2018). 
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Cities have developed strategies and plans
Guided by national policies, cities have put in place policies and strategies that address different 

aspects of sustainability (Table 1).

TABLE 1: Strategies used by the nine cities
MUNICIPALITIES EXISTING STRATEGIES PLANNING TOOLS

Buffalo City
•	 Draft Sustainable Energy and Climate Change Mitigation Policy and 

Strategy (2008)
•	 Integrated Waste Management Plan (Draft, 2021−2025)

•	 IDP 2017/18
•	 SDBIP* 2017/18
•	 BEPP** 2018/19

City of Cape 
Town

•	 Integrated Coastal Management Policy of the City of Cape Town (2014)
•	 Cape Town Bioregional Plan (2015)
•	 Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) Strategic Framework (2016)
•	 Environmental Strategy (2017)
•	 Municipal Spatial Development Framework (2018)
•	 Cape Town Resilience Strategy (2019)
•	 Cape Town’s Water Strategy (2019)
•	 Inclusive Economic Growth Strategy (Draft, 2019)
•	 City of Cape Town Climate Change Strategy (2021)
•	 3rd Generation Integrated Waste Management Plan  

(2019, aligned to 2017−2022 IDP)

•	 IDP 2017–2022
•	 BEPP 2018/19
•	 SDBIP 2018/19

Ekurhuleni
•	 Water Services Development Plan (2015)
•	 Ekurhuleni Climate Change Response Strategy (2017)
•	 Draft Green City Action Plan (2021)

•	 IDP 2017/18–2020/21
•	 BEPP 2018/2019
•	 SDBIP 2018/19

eThekwini

•	 Guideline for Designing Green Roof Habitats (2010)
•	 Energy Efficiency Guideline (2010)
•	 Water Conservation Guideline (2010)
•	 Climate Change Strategy (2014)
•	 Integrated Waste Management Plan (2016)
•	 Durban Resilience Strategy (2017)
•	 Durban Climate Action Plan (2019)
•	 Durban State of Biodiversity Report (2019/2020)

•	 BEPP 2017/18
•	 IDP 2017/18–2021/22
•	 SDBIP 2018/2019

Johannesburg

•	 Climate Change Adaptation Plan (2009)
•	 Integrated Waste Management Plan (2011)
•	 Climate Change Strategic Framework (2015)
•	 Climate Action Plan (2021)

•	 BEPP 2017/18
•	 IDP 2018/19 Review
•	 SDBIP 2018/19

Mangaung

•	 Integrated Waste Management Plan (2011)
•	 Environmental Implementation and Management Plan (2015)
•	 Climate Change Adaptation and Mitigation Strategy for Mangaung (2017)
•	 Water Conservation and Demand Management Strategy (2018)
•	 Local Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (2018)
•	 Environmental Sustainability Strategy and Action Plan (2020)

•	 IDP 2017–2022
•	 SDBIP 2018–2019
•	 BEPP 2018/19–

2020/21

Msunduzi
•	 Climate Change Adaptation and Mitigation Strategy (2016)
•	 Integrated Environmental Management Policy (2018)

•	 Draft IDP 2017–2022
•	 SDBIP 2018/2019
•	 No BEPP

Nelson Mandela 
Bay

•	 Water Master Plan (2005–2020)
•	 Sustainable Community Planning Guide (2007)
•	 Climate Change and Green Economy Action Plan (2015)
•	 Integrated Waste Management Plan (2016−2020)

•	 IDP 2016/17–2020/21
•	 SDBIP 2017/18
•	 BEPP 2018/19–

2020/21

Tshwane

•	 Green Economy Strategic Framework (2013)
•	 Tshwane Vision 2055 (2013)
•	 Climate Response Strategy (2017)
•	 Sustainable Procurement Strategy (2017) 
•	 Water Services Development Plan (WSDP) (2017−2021)
•	 Vulnerability Assessment (2018)

•	 BEPP 2017/18
•	 IDP 2017–2021 

Review
•	 SDBIP 2018/2019

*Service Delivery and Budget Implementation Plan **Built Environment Performance Plan
Source: Adapted from SACN (2020b)
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Significantly, South African cities have created dedicated positions and new (or expanded) structures 

to handle their expanded environmental mandates, and some have moved from piloting projects to 

mainstreaming sustainability fully into several service-delivery line departments.5 

TABLE 2: Structures or mechanisms to embed sustainability practices across the nine cities

CITY LEAD/DRIVE DEPARTMENT INTERDEPARTMENTAL 
COOPERATION

EXTERNAL ENGAGEMENT 
STRUCTURES*

Buffalo City Integrated Environmental and 
Sustainable Development Unit 

Challenge: no platform or 
coordinating committee 

Community Forum

Youth outreach

Cape Town Sustainable Energy Markets 
Department: Energy and 
Climate Change Directorate; 
Environmental Department: 
Spatial Planning and 
Environment Directorate

Various established 
transversal committees to 
address cross-sectoral 
work

Global networks Engagements with 
academia in research projects

Engagements with private sector 
through energy, water and waste 
forum

Ekurhuleni Environmental and Strategic 
Planning Department; 

Electricity and Energy 
Department

Resilience forum 
involving senior 
management from 14 
different line departments

IDP engagements

Mayoral task teams

Engaging academia and private 
sector through the Green Buildings 
assessment committee

eThekwini Environmental Planning and 
Climate Protection 
Department; 

Energy Office; 

Planning Department

Practice of establishing 
transversal committees to 
address cross-sectoral 
work

Dashboard to flag 
challenges and 
coordinate solutions in 
development

Dashboard may extend to 
community engagement for 
problem solving

Linkages with community 
organisations and NGOs for 
incremental services upgrade and 
other environmental regeneration 
projects

National and provincial forums 
(e.g., KZN Climate Change 
Compact Forum)

Hub with neighbouring 
municipalities (**SALGA and 
***COGTA)

Biodiversity Forum engaging 
traditional leadership in wildlife 
custodianship

Global networks (e.g., C40)

Johannesburg Environmental and 
Infrastructure Services 
Department (includes the 
Climate Change Unit); 
Development Planning (as a 
driver of sustainability through 
the urban form)

Climate Change Forum Global networks (e.g., C40)

Engaging academia (e.g.,  
Urban Design Advisory Group) 

City’s Sustainability Forum  
(now collapsed)

5	 Comments made by city practitioners during the SACN-convened workshops that took place in 2020
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CITY LEAD/DRIVE DEPARTMENT INTERDEPARTMENTAL 
COOPERATION

EXTERNAL ENGAGEMENT 
STRUCTURES*

Mangaung Environmental Management 
Department

Research projects with academia

National government as 
implementation partner

Msunduzi Environmental Management 
Unit (leads policy); 

Sustainable Development and 
City Enterprises Business Unit 
and IDP office (important in 
leading projects)

Informal, but good 
relations

Website

KZN Climate Change Compact 
Forum

Izimbizo with traditional leaders

Partnering with civil society and 
NGOs on projects

Nelson 
Mandela Bay

Environmental Management Integrated BEPP task 
team recently set up with 
senior managers 
(sustainability as a 
guiding principle)

Award-winning Sustainable 
Community Planning Method 
document (not yet implemented)

No formal structure to engage 
communities

Website

Tshwane City Sustainability Unit,  
within the Office of the 
Executive Mayor

Building Hub

‘Green champions’ in 
departments lapsed/did 
not work well

Staff members seconded 
to line department for  
six months

Global networks (e.g., C40)

World Resources Institute (WRI)

Research projects with academia

*This refers to internal city engagement. However, it is worth noting that cities engage with national government  
through an extensive set of forums, such as the Intergovernmental Forum, the IDP Representative Forum,  

the Mayoral Imbizo and the Green Forum. These spaces are considered useful, particularly for the smaller cities.  
**South African Local Government Association  

***National Department of Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs

Source: Adapted from SACN, 2020b 

Several South Africa cities, including Johannesburg, Cape Town and eThekwini, have developed local 

biodiversity strategies and action plans (LBSAPs). The International Local Government for Sustainability 

(ICLEI’s) Local Action for Biodiversity (LAB) process draws attention to local government’s role in 

biodiversity management, previously understood to be a national or provincial mandate, especially in 

the context of increasing urbanisation (ICLEI-CBC, 2016). An LBSAP is prepared through assimilating 

data and knowledge of the environment and ecology of the city and its surrounding region, and a range 

of policies and strategies that inform open space management, catchment and land management (ibid). 

In cities where dedicated positions and new or expanded structures are in place, there has been 

a positive effect on the internal institutional shifts that are necessary for sustainability transitions. 

City officials recognise that achieving the goals of sustainable cities and finding solutions to complex 

problems means working increasingly with people, not just providing technocratic systems. This 

requires behaviour changes among city residents, which can be mediated by the ability of city officials 

to communicate complex, scientific, evidence-based ideas in tangible, relatable and practical ways.
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TRANSVERSAL COOPERATIVE INITIATIVES

The IUDF calls for a whole-of-government and all-of-society approach, which requires new forms of 

urban governance based on integration across sectors, coordination, collaboration and partnering 

(COGTA, 2016). A shared value proposition needs to be developed but cannot be imposed by city 

governments and does not simply emerge out of nowhere. City government’s role is not to be the 

exclusive formulator of shared all-of-society value propositions and setter of goals, but to develop 

plans in collaboration with other public, private and civil actors and to facilitate innovative approaches 

to service delivery. These innovative approaches occur in that cooperative space where government, 

the private sector, knowledge institutions and civil society role players meet – the “quadruple helix” 

(SACN, 2016: 287), which creates an enabling environment for the necessary systemic changes to 

happen so that the productivity, inclusivity and sustainability of cities is improved (Figure 2). However, 

“this requires a commitment from all role-players to collaborate, as well as strong intergovernmental 

coordination among the various role-players that influence city form and space” (ibid). 

FIGURE 2: Quadruple helix
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To bring together the different actors, which each have their own aims and objectives, requires 

the involvement of cooperative governance enablers in the form of city networks, intermediaries 

and knowledge brokers. These enablers help facilitate the formation of shared all-of-society value 

propositions and accelerate the partnerships needed to drive just urban transitions. Some cities have 

started to address the need for “governance of governance” or “collibration” (Swilling, 2020), through 

knowledge-sharing and learning networks, and creating new ways of partnering using intermediaries. 

These networks and intermediaries demonstrate various all-of-society configurations.
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Knowledge-sharing and learning networks 
The SACN co-convenes, with SALGA and other partners, 

reference groups on energy, water, waste and climate change. 

The Urban Energy Network 
Convened by Sustainable Energy Africa (SEA), SALGA and the 

SACN, this reference group is a knowledge-sharing platform for 

urban energy matters that has been meeting regularly for almost 

two decades. The Urban Energy Network (UEN) also receives 

input, support and funding from other institutions, such as 

government departments, not-for-profit organisations (NPOs), 

international development agencies and academic institutions. 

Some of the network’s achievements include:

•	 Facilitating discussions between cities about achieving net 

zero carbon buildings by 2030. Cape Town, Johannesburg, 

eThekwini and Tshwane are members of the C40 Cities 

Climate Leadership Group and signed the Net Zero Carbon 

Buildings Declaration in 2018 alongside other global cities 

that are taking the lead in tackling emissions from buildings 

(C40 CFF, 2018).

•	 Assisting municipalities to explore options for procuring 

electricity from independent power producers (IPPs). This 

is in response to the impact of rising electricity prices on 

municipal revenue from electricity sales (which is used 

to subsidise other municipal services) and to the need to 

reinforce municipal energy security. IPPs present a market 

opportunity for utility-scale projects and the embedded 

generation sector. 

The Water Resilient Cities 
The Water Resilient Cities series of learning events is a city-

focused collaboration with SALGA and the SACN, supported by 

the GIZ’s6 Natural Resources Stewardship Programme (NATuReS), 

USAID WASH-FIN7 and the World Bank’s Water Resources Group 

2030. It is a peer-learning platform for managers responsible for 

water services and water management in SACN participating 

cities and some intermediary cities. The aim is to bring together 

key stakeholders in the water sector, including policy and 

decision-makers, technical experts, practitioners, civil society 

and communities. 

6	 Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (German Agency for International 
Cooperation)

7	 United States Agency for International Development: Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Finance
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Since 2018, the partners have been running learning events aimed 

at sharing knowledge, as city water managers are confronted by 

complex challenges and have to make trade-offs in financing service 

provision or infrastructure maintenance, within the context of a 

growing funding gap for capital expenditure and declining municipal 

revenue streams. Without cooperative governance, the water sector 

could well fall apart, as water resources are a national competency 

and most Water Boards are non-functional. The weak cooperation 

was evident in 2018, during the lead-up to the ‘Day Zero’ crisis in 

Cape Town, when the national, provincial and local government 

spheres each had their own ‘save water’ campaigns, with different 

campaign slogans and logos. However, the looming crisis forced 

improved cooperative governance and an all-of-society approach 

(as described later in the chapter).

City Waste Managers’ Forum 
Convened by the SACN and SALGA, the City Waste Managers’ 

Forum comprises managers responsible for waste management in 

SACN participating cities and intermediary cities. What is evident in 

the solid waste management sector is that practice continues to lag 

behind policy intent. To date, waste reduction, reuse and recycling 

efforts have not been able to significantly reduce the amount of waste 

going to landfill. Efforts to separate waste at source and increase 

material recovery are proving to be costly relative to the value of the 

material recovered. Although the remaining capacity of landfills in 

cities is declining, the processes to secure new regional sites remain 

complex, contested and long. 

Despite the many challenges facing cities, an integral part of the city 

waste management value chain – informal pickers – is often overlooked 

in urban sustainability conversations. Remarkably little is known about 

informal pickers and their role in the broader waste management 

system, and yet “informal waste pickers recycle 90% of the recyclables 

collected from households in South Africa” which may be saving 

municipalities “up to R750 million in landfill space every year”.8

Intermediaries enabling partnering
Intermediaries, which may be public agencies or specialist units 

with high degrees of autonomy, facilitate partnering in practice. 

They provide the ground rules, create forums for dialogue and build 

expertise in stakeholder management, including shaping expectations 

and aligning interests. Intermediaries seek to rebalance the top-down 

8	 Nowicki L. Reconsidering South Africa’s approach to waste pickers, GroundUp, 22 February 2019. 
https://www.groundup.org.za/article/reconsidering-south-africas-approach-waste-pickers/
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INTERNATIONAL NETWORKS

The translation of urban plans into action 
requires collaboration with a range of local 
and international partners. Johannesburg, 

Tshwane, Cape Town, eThekwini and, recently, 
Ekurhuleni are part of the C40 Cities Climate 
Leadership Group and have developed or are 
developing Climate Action Plans (CAPs) with 
local stakeholders. Since 2015, Cape Town 
and eThekwini have participated in trans-

disciplinary collaborative research projects, as 
first tier cities within the FRACTAL (Future 

Resilience for African Cities and Land) 
project.11 This project brings together diverse 

stakeholders for in-depth engagement 
processes, such as learning labs and city 
dialogues, to co-produce and co-explore 

knowledge. Feedback loops between climate 
sensitivity and decision-making at urban, 

national and regional scales were explored 
through multi-scale investigations. This 

resulted in a better understanding of southern 
Africa’s climate, and drivers and impacts were 
established and co-produced as Climate Risk 
Narratives (Jack et al., 2020). The FRACTAL 

project highlights the need for a better 
understanding of water, energy, food and 

climate issues in southern African cities, in 
order to build urban resilience. 

In addition to being a C40 city, Cape Town 
has been part of the 100 Resilient Cities 

network since 2016. This network comprises 
100 cities from across the world (10 of 

which are in Africa) that are committed to 
building urban resilience around the social, 
economic and physical challenges of the 

21st century. The 100 Resilient Cities 
Programme is an example of an initiative 
that focuses on building resilience across 
scales and capitalising on research-action 
networks and civil society organisations.12 

11	 http://www.fractal.org.za/partners/
12	 https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/100-resilient-cities/

authorising environment and the bottom-up mobilising 

environment in order to maintain social cohesion, which 

may include managing disputes between different 

government spheres and sectors. They strengthen 

processes by keeping informal channels open to ensure 

continuous flows of information; subsidise the costs 

of engagement (meetings, research, facilitation); and 

accept ultimate responsibility for any governance and 

process failures (Swilling, 2020).

In South Africa, intermediaries have emerged that may 

be partially external to city and provincial governance 

yet play similar roles to those of the knowledge-

sharing and learning networks. The three intermediary 

organisations described below offer examples of 

partnership arrangements. 

Economic Development Partnership: Partnering 
for resilience 
Established in 2012, the Economic Development 

Partnership (EDP)9 is a collaborative intermediary 

organisation whose mandate is to improve the 

performance of the Cape Town and Western Cape 

regional economic development system, by creating and 

sustaining partnerships among stakeholders from different 

sectors. It is an NPO that supports collaborative problem-

solving for the benefit of all sectors of society, including 

provincial and local governments, civil society, business, 

and national government departments and entities. It is 

funded mainly by the Western Cape Government (WCG) 

and the City of Cape Town. In terms of the Western Cape 

Economic Development Partnership  Act of 2013,10 the 

WCG provides funding in accordance with appropriations 

authorised by an annual budget, rather than programme 

or project funding on a contractual basis. 

The EDP employs full-time expert facilitators who do 

the painstaking and time-consuming work of building 

meaningful partnerships inspired by a shared value 

proposition. The first step is to secure the public-public 

partnerships required to tackle a problem (the vertical 

whole-of-government relationships), as top-level sign-off 

is needed to mandate the relevant officials to participate. 

9	 https://wcedp.co.za
10	 https://www.westerncape.gov.za/assets/departments/treasury/Documents/

acts/2013/western_cape_membership_of_the_western_cape_economic_
development_partnership_act_of_2013.pdf
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The next step is to invite non-state actors into the partnership (the horizontal 

all-of-society relationships), and then, through careful facilitation, to create a 

safe-to-fail space for information sharing, joint planning and experimentation. 

As discussed later in this chapter, the EDP facilitated the partnering that 

resulted in Cape Town avoiding Day Zero in 2018.

Gauteng City-Region Observatory: Knowledge partnerships for 
urban futures 
Established in 2008, the Gauteng City-Region Observatory (GCRO)13 is a 

unique partnership between the University of Johannesburg, the University 

of Witwatersrand and the Gauteng Provincial Government (GPG), with 

SALGA in Gauteng represented on the Board. It is a research agency that 

generates insights into and understanding of the Gauteng City-Region 

(GCR), to be used by government agencies and civil society to inform 

governance and development across the city-region. It is funded by the 

GPG and receives in-kind support from the two universities. Although 

constituted primarily as a university-based research centre, the GCRO 

seeks to build a shared value proposition for the GCR and has begun to 

include the challenge of a just urban transition. 

The GCRO’s research focuses on what is needed for the GCR to have a 

full sustainability transition, including the political-economic, resource and 

infrastructure choices. It has looked at administrative configurations using 

ethnographic methods, and at how governance configurations either 

facilitate or hinder government performance and coherence in a complex 

city-region. The GCRO has also built global knowledge partnerships with 

other research agencies, including the Knowledge Partnerships for Urban 

Futures project, the BRICS+ Urban Lab network14 and collaborates with 

University College London, the University of Melbourne and UN-Habitat15. 

Eastern Cape Socio-Economic Consultative Council: 
Infrastructure governance
Established in 1995, the Eastern Cape Socio-Economic Consultative 

Council (ECSECC)16 is a multi-stakeholder council that advises the provincial 

government on integrated development strategy and planning. Its aim is to 

support the building of strategic and technical capacity in provincial and 

local government. Stakeholders include provincial and local government, 

organised business, organised labour, civil society and higher education.

ECSECC established the stand-alone Infrastructure Governance 

Programme in order to improve the integration of infrastructure planning 

across sectors and spheres of government in the province. This is in line 

13	 https://www.gcro.ac.za/
14	 Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa (Egypt, Guinea, Mexico, Tajikistan, Thailand have attended as 

observers)
15	 United Nations Human Settlements Programme
16	 https://www.ecsecc.org/
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with Lever 4 of the IUDF, which makes the case for transitioning 

from traditional infrastructure provision to integrated, resource-

efficient infrastructure systems (COGTA, 2016). Such integrated 

systems provide for both universal access and more inclusive 

economic growth, and support the development of efficient, 

equitable and resilient cities. The programme’s main focus is 

facilitating the coordination and planning of all relevant strategic 

infrastructure plans (SIPs) in the province, ensuring that the 

economic benefits of SIPs are optimised, and developing a 10-

year SIP for the province.

The three organisations described above combine research and 

facilitation work in collaboration with their provincial and local 

government partners, which also contribute funding. Their primary 

focus is on facilitating the building of shared value propositions 

at the whole-of-government and all-of-society levels. They 

provide the much-needed trusted external capacity for facilitating 

partnering. Although their focus is not exclusively on the just 

urban transition, this is what they are doing in practice, as they 

wrestle with the challenges in their respective regions. 

The value of these transversal cooperative initiatives, whether 

through knowledge-sharing and learning networks or through 

intermediaries enabling partnering, has been significant in 

conditioning cities for cooperative governance, collaboration and 

leveraging of partnerships with all-of-society. For instance, through 

knowledge sharing in the UEN, several cities have developed and 

started implementing energy efficiency and renewable energy 

strategies and plans, with financial and capacity support from 

national government through energy efficiency grant programmes 

(SEA, 2020). Through learning networks, Cape Town, eThekwini, 

Johannesburg and Tshwane have developed Paris Agreement-

compliant CAPs assisted by C40 Cities, while Ekurhuleni is currently 

developing its Green City Action Plan. Through intermediaries 

enabling partnering, the City of Cape Town averted Day Zero and 

some institutional silos were torn down, and the GCRO continually 

helps business, labour, civil society and residents in the region 

work together and make evidence-based decisions to improve the 

competitiveness, spatial integration, environmental sustainability 

and social inclusion objectives of cities in the region. 

However, regulatory frameworks still inhibit, to some extent, the 

possibilities of innovation in local service delivery. What is needed 

is for more enabling environments and multi-sectoral delivery 

platforms to be created in cities, as complexity calls for multiple 

solutions from a range of players (SACN, 2020b).

FIGURE 8: All-of-society indicator 
for the ECSECC

LG A

CS

PS

LEGEND

PS private sector A academia

LG local 
government CS civil 

society



STATE OF SOUTH AFRICAN CITIES 2021160

ACHIEVING URBAN RESILIENCE THROUGH  
MULTI-STAKEHOLDER PARTNERSHIPS 

Some of South Africa’s largest cities have fully embraced the just urban transition and are attempting 

to balance a cooperative governance approach with all-of-society initiatives through working with city 

networks and intermediaries. Partnering initiatives are increasingly being used to address crises, such 

as water shortages (e.g., droughts), the impact of natural disasters (e.g., flooding), load-shedding, the 

COVID-19 pandemic and housing shortages, through enabling the formulation of shared all-of-society 

value propositions. The following case studies illustrate different partnering arrangements. Ekurhuleni 

has designed a three-phased, 15-year pathway to sustainability that has cross-party support and 

has been in place for the past eight years, while Day Zero in Cape Town was successfully avoided 

thanks to the contribution of all-of-society. In eThekwini, the municipality’s response to climate change 

mitigation and adaptation is through both international and local alliances, specifically partnerships 

with communities to address riverine management. 

Ekurhuleni
The City of Ekurhuleni developed and managed its Growth and Development Strategy (GDS) 2055 

over two terms of political office, from 2012 to 2021. The city has managed a conscious process of 

anticipating and planning for a just urban transition, which has meant facing the immense difficulties 

that arise from linking the just urban transition to municipal programmes and service delivery plans. 

In 2019, the population of the City of Ekurhuleni was 3 774 638, an increase of 788 048 since 2009. 

The city’s population may be growing at a decreasing rate (from 2.8% in 2011 to 2.1% in 2019) but is 

still expected to reach just over 4 million by 2030 and 8.8 million by 2050 (COGTA, 2019). The city’s 

development challenges originate from a century of mining that devastated much of the landscape, 

which today is characterised by ubiquitous mine dumps towering over natural landmarks. In addition, 

urban fragmentation, compounded by historical deep governance and administrative fragmentation, 

placed a huge burden on integrative local government policy and strategy. To change its development 

trajectory, Ekurhuleni’s GDS 2055 recommends a concerted and integrated programme focused on 

five strategic imperatives (the five Rs):17 

Re-industrialise: for job creation and economic growth purposes

Re-urbanise: to achieve sustainable urban integration

Re-govern: Effective cooperative governance

Re-mobilise: To achieve social empowerment

Re-generate: sustainable environmental benefit

The trajectory to achieve these imperatives is divided into three phases (Figure 9) and seeks to ensure 

that Ekurhuleni transitions from being a Fragmented City to becoming a Delivering City (2012–2020), 

Capable City (2020–2030) and Sustainable City (2030–2055).

17	 https://www.ekurhuleni.gov.za/about-the-city/strategic-direction/gds-2055.html
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FIGURE 9: City of Ekurhuleni proposed three-phase future
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Source: City of Ekurhuleni (2016)

Despite several successes and positive developments, such as attaining clean audits for seven years 

since 2011/2012, and improvements in housing delivery and capital budget expenditure, Ekurhuleni 

has not yet accomplished its ambition of becoming a Delivering City. During 2012–2020, significant 

global and local socioeconomic and political changes affected the city’s performance in achieving 

its goals and transitioning to a Delivering City. These included declining growth rates, limited ability 

to implement the GDS properly and persistent service delivery challenges. Furthermore, since 2012, 

changes in policy development across all spheres of government have reshaped the strategic context 

within which the GDS operates (Figure 10). 

FIGURE 10: Strategies and policies developed since 2012 with which the GDS should align
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The Integrated Urban  
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Land Use Management Act 16 
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The GDS will need to be updated to respond to existing policy changes and to prepare Ekurhuleni 

for future policy change, in particular the new District Development Model (DDM), which seeks to 

improve the coherence and impact of government service delivery and development (COGTA, 2019). 

At the same time, the city will have to review its growth outlook and accompanying strategies in order 

to be able to adapt to shocks and stresses. Although a long-term city development strategy cannot 

anticipate all the possible shocks and stresses, it should be flexible and adaptable in order to ensure 

that the city is resilient enough to withstand any shocks, stresses and unforeseen disasters.
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Through its GDS 2055, Ekurhuleni has done a good job in achieving directionality for a just urban 

transition for the city. However, despite being a good example of a whole-of-government approach, it 

has not succeeded in building an all-of-society shared value proposition. To implement the vision of a 

“Delivering, Capable and Sustainable City” will require mission-oriented governance, which will allow 

a shared all-of-society vision to emerge and will forge partnerships with non-state actors who can 

mobilise the resources and capacities needed for effective implementation. This approach involves 

extensive consultations with stakeholders, which take more time, energy and commitment from the 

city than the usual public participation processes. Ekurhuleni managed a successful programme of 

community engagement around the GDS, but the consultative multi-stakeholder forum that was set up 

to implement the GDS petered out due to insufficient support. Therefore, if the GDS is to be effective, 

cooperative governance needs to become a living reality for the city, which in turn needs to be willing 

to create the conditions for experimenting with new and innovative ways of partnering in order to drive 

the just urban transition.

Cape Town: Avoiding Day Zero
Water security is a major challenge for cities throughout South Africa and beyond, due to the dual 

impact of population growth and climate change, as well as water infrastructure issues. In early 2018, 

Cape Town came close to turning off water supply to its residents, or ‘Day Zero’, as it came to be 

called. During three consecutive dry winters (2015–17), the water catchment areas that supply the city 

suffered their driest period since the 1930s – the city’s near-exclusive reliance on surface water made 

it vulnerable to drought. 

The Day Zero experience demonstrated that “Cape Town is facing a new normal regarding its relationship 

with water” (Enqvist & Ziervogel, 2019: 12) and highlighted challenges relating to intergovernmental 

collaboration and community trust in local government. It also revealed the stark inequalities within the 

city: “residents in formal housing use 66% of the City’s water, while informal settlements account for 

only 4% of the consumption” and live with the reality of queuing at taps for water (Ziervogel, 2019: 3). 

Day Zero was avoided thanks to the halving of water consumption within three months. The city used 

a mix of price and non-price mechanisms to encourage households, businesses and citizens to save 

water. Citizens responded by replacing lawns and water-sensitive plants with water-wise alternatives, 

reducing personal water use and using greywater for toilet flushing; while the commercial and business 

sectors invested in water-saving devices such as low-flow taps, water-efficient shower heads, and 

smaller toilet cisterns (Matikinca et al., 2020; Simpson et al., 2020). Non-price mechanisms were found 

to be more effective in changing behaviour than increasing tariffs (Matikinca et al., 2020). 

The response to the drought was complicated by the siloed nature of government and a lack of 

understanding of the importance of intergovernmental collaborations. Water catchment areas are not 

confined to administrative borders and so collaboration with other municipalities and government 

spheres is crucial, which was not the case early on in the crisis. For instance, the national, provincial and 

local government spheres each had their own ‘save water’ campaign slogans and logos. Nevertheless, 

one impact of the crisis was improved collaboration and stronger intergovernmental relations, helped 

to some extent by the existing good relationships that the city’s disaster management team had with 

other spheres (Ziervogel, 2019: 15).
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Intermediaries, from the non-profit and academic sectors, played an important role in supporting 

collaboration. Organisations, such as GreenCape, Wesgro and the Western Cape EDP18 acted 

“as knowledge brokers […] pulling together information from sources outside of government” 

(ibid). These intermediaries shared information with the public and through the media. The EDP 

assisted the city in engaging with communities, as the city had not managed to link well with 

neighbourhood groups that had “pulled together at the height of the crisis to identify vulnerable 

households, collaborate on water saving responses [and], think about working together on 

water access” (ibid). 

The Day Zero experience demonstrated the importance of a whole-of-government and all-of-

society approach. The crisis “helped tear down some institutional silo walls”, which contributed 

to Day Zero being avoided (Enqvist & Ziervogel, 2019: 12). Ideally, collaboration with all sectors 

of society should be in place before a crisis occurs. Achieving this will require building trust with 

communities, in particular those that lack access to water. In this regard, intermediaries play an 

important role in facilitating collaboration across government and society. A crucial aspect is 

proactive, transparent and inclusive communication with citizens. Communications cannot be 

‘one-size-fits-all’, as each community may respond differently. Water governance is about more 

than just keeping water running in the taps; it is also about meeting the daily sanitation and 

safety needs of areas affected by seasonal flooding. 

eThekwini: Transformative Riverine Management Programme 
In 2004, eThekwini embarked on its city-wide Municipal Climate Protection Programme 

(MCPP) (Roberts et al., 2012). The city adopted an incremental approach of learning-by-doing, 

to respond to climate-change impacts, such as increased stormwater run-off, water scarcity, 

the heat-island effect and rising sea levels. The MCCP components include a pathway for a 

green economy, community-based ecosystem adaptation, and adaptation planning in the allied 

sectors of health, water and disaster management. 

eThekwini defined urban resilience based on its particular context of high unemployment 

and the interlinked problems of high levels of inequality and disempowerment. The aim was 

to emphasise climate solutions that also generate societal co-benefits, such as community-

owned conservation efforts, jobs or economic returns. Responding in this way to the particular 

socio-ecological context of the city ensured support from different social groups, even though it 

defied previously held understandings of resilience by donors, such as the 100 Resilient Cities.19 

The stance to own their journey, and respond in ways that work for the city and community 

members, can also be ascribed to the international and regional city networks that eThekwini 

is part of, cementing the notion that each city, along with its partners and stakeholders, must 

approach, define and reach for resilience in a way that works for that city.

18	 “GreenCape, Wesgro and EDP are all funded by the City and Provincial Government, and take directives from the two governments.” (Ziervogel, 
2019: 15)

19	 https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/100-resilient-cities/
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The Transformative Riverine Management Programme (TRMP) is one of the key knowledge-sharing 

components in the municipality’s Climate Change Strategy and CAP. The programme “builds 

on the city’s considerable experience with ecosystem-based adaptation and its commitment 

to increase the resilience of eThekwini Municipality’s most vulnerable communities”.20 The 

municipality includes 97 km of coast with 16 estuaries, and 18 major riverine systems that 

collectively are 7400 km long. 

The C40 Cities Finance Facility (CFF) has assisted eThekwini to develop a business case for 

managing and transforming these watercourses to be resilient to climate change. The overall 

objective of CFF’s intervention is to motivate for prioritising, expanding and funding community-

based river management, which is aimed at improving water quality and reducing flood risks. 

The TRMP was developed from three projects within the municipality: 

•	 The Sihlanzimvelo Stream Cleaning Programme (within the umHlangane River catchment 

area) helps the city manage flooding by removing debris and alien vegetation (Goodbrand, 

2019). Community cooperatives remove “litter/waste and invasive plant species from 

streams areas to reduce stormwater blockages and create employment” (C40 CFF, 

2019: 5). The streams are located in high-density, low-income settlements where poor 

river quality leads to risks to people’s health and biodiversity, and to flooding. The city 

department responsible for roads and stormwater maintenance is the project leader, and 

11 other departments participate in the project steering committee.

•	 The Aller River Pilot Project (ARPP) began in 2016 and aims to restore sections of the Aller 

River, to improve water quality and remove invasive species. The project is led by the Kloof 

Conservancy, a community-based organisation that promotes environmental awareness 

and protection. Community members living in the vicinity of river stretches are encouraged 

to take responsibility for river sections that they use, in partnership with the local 

authorities (C40 CFF, 2019).21 ‘Eco-champs’ are trained to mobilise and build awareness 

within the local communities, working with eco-clubs in local schools and organising 

community events and cleanliness drives, and acting as intermediaries between the local 

government and the community (Martel & Sutherland, 2019).

•	 The Green Corridors/Green Spaces project, which began in 2020, seeks to “enhance 

local quality of life, living environments and sustainable livelihoods” (C40 CFF, 2019: 5). 

The project implementer is the Green Corridors NPC, a city-supported vehicle that seeks 

to uplift local communities, based on the principles of participation and community 

beneficiation. Local communities were employed to maintain, improve and create new 

riverine open spaces. Project activities include “upcycling / recycling waste from rivers 

and growing food near restored streams”, as well as “community-based eco-tourism and 

nature-based youth development” (ibid).

The TRMP illustrates the benefits of learning-by-doing and building on existing initiatives in 

order to respond to climate change impacts. It demonstrates the importance of international 

networks and of building resilience in ways that work for the individual city, while generating 

societal and ecological benefits. 

20	 https://www.c40cff.org/projects/ethekwini-municipality-durban-transformative-riverine-management-programme
21	 https://www.kloofconservancy.org.za/projects/take-back-our-rivers-project/
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LESSONS FROM THE CITIES

Each of the case studies provides clear evidence that responses are shaped by the specificities 

of each local context. Furthermore, intermediaries are clearly playing critical roles in facilitating 

dialogue (e.g., the SACN-facilitated dialogues), building cooperative governance compacts to 

address specific challenges (EDP, GCRO, ECSECC), and enabling the flow of new knowledge 

into emerging policy formation and strategic thinking. Therefore, if the just urban transition is a 

process rather than an outcome, what matters is the directionality of this just urban transition. 

The evidence discussed in this chapter confirms that a successful outcome will depend on 

cooperative governance across all three spheres of government working within a broader all-of-

society approach that includes non-state stakeholders from business and civil society.

All of South Africa’s municipalities, and especially the metros, should include the just urban 

transition in their long-term strategic planning, with the understanding that just urban transitions 

are about complex processes rather than specific outcomes, and that a city’s responses are 

shaped by the specificities of its local context. The challenge for all cities is to balance the long-

term (15+ years) planning required with the short-term (five years) political cycle, to ensure a 

consistent commitment even during times of political transition and change. 

A multi-stakeholder approach is important from the start
Engaging with multiple stakeholders is essential, even though multi-stakeholder approaches 

require extensive consultations and take more time, energy and commitment from cities than the 

usual public participation processes. For instance, the City of Ekurhuleni managed a successful 

programme of community engagement around the GDS, but the consultative multi-stakeholder 

forum set up to implement the GDS petered out due to insufficient internal support. 

Engaging early on with multiple stakeholders enables processes to be developed and allows 

people’s ideas and concerns to be heard and addressed. An enduring and adaptable structure 

or social partnership is needed to support the multi-stakeholder approach. The EDP collectively 

drafted a memorandum of understanding that laid down the rules of collaboration from the outset 

for a (successful) transdisciplinary programme on water governance, while the UEN included 

various agencies and stakeholders in the governance process early on, and changed the nature 

and format of meetings over time. A multi-stakeholder approach enables different options to be 

explored, resulting in projects that have multiple benefits (which underlies the GCRO approach), 

while partnership projects with multiple benefits tend to leverage funding more easily. 
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Knowledge sharing, peer learning and intermediaries play vitally 
important roles
City officials recognise the value of knowledge sharing and peer learning, but also have to juggle 

competing demands on their time and attention. To ensure that the required engagements take 

place requires intermediaries/facilitators that know and have existing trust relationships with 

the relevant actors. Examples include the SACN and SALGA, which convene the City Waste 

Managers’ Forum and the Water Resilient Cities events; and SEA, the SACN and SALGA, the 

conveners of the UEN. These learning networks for waste, water and energy provide a catalyst 

for unlocking new knowledge, partnering, innovative thinking and experimentation within 

cities. Intermediaries also bring additional capacity and new knowledge to existing internal 

city knowledge, which reinforces experimentation and provides support to city practitioners, 

particularly when developing relationships with citizens and communities. 

Value propositions must be shared by all-of-society
Value propositions must be developed in a truly participatory manner and reflect inputs from 

all-of-society. The Cape Town resilience approach, and in particular the campaign to avoid Day 

Zero, succeeded because a shared all-of-society value proposition was eventually formulated 

and implemented through effective cooperative governance across all three spheres. The 

same applies to the approach adopted by eThekwini, even though in practice the city has 

been challenged for many years by informal settlement movements and environmental non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) for ignoring demands for social and environmental justice. 

An easily understood yet profoundly transformative value proposition is required to inspire key 

social actors to enter into effective partnerships for change. 

Crisis can force cooperation
A cooperative governance approach is not easy, and the formal intergovernmental mechanisms 

(such as the MinMECs22) are rarely effective facilitators of active cooperation around specific 

projects. However, cooperation is forthcoming in times of crisis, as was the case with the 

Cape Town drought. The first responses to the drought were characterised by uncooperative 

governance, but the growing crisis led to the three spheres of government and non-state 

stakeholders finding a way to cooperate to head off Day Zero. It represents a classic example of 

a crisis-driven value proposition driven by a partnership that managed to mobilise an entire city 

to change how water was used. 

22	 The Minister and the nine provincial Members of Executive Councils (MECs) with the same portfolio
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CONCLUSION

In South Africa, most municipalities and most departments, even within well-resourced metros, 

are not coping well with their overwhelming challenges. Housing backlogs and human settlement 

pressures are intensifying, the COVID-19 epidemic has devastated many livelihoods, and many 

urban infrastructures are in a dismal state.

South African cities and towns are simply not ready for the climate emergency and the 

massive challenges and uncertainties that lie ahead. South Africa’s instruments of government 

and governance are very well considered within an elegant constitutional dispensation and 

a sophisticated set of policies, planning instruments and evaluation methods. However, the 

picture is less rosy on the streets of precarious informal settlements, overburdened townships 

and wealthier resource-draining suburbs. Both Cape Town and eThekwini are thought leaders in 

the climate space, and Ekurhuleni has developed a sophisticated just urban transition approach. 

Yet the spectacle of rising inequality, unsustainability, lack of resilience and low capacity to deal 

with an increasingly crisis-prone future is evident in all three cities.

Given the rapid changes taking place in the energy, water and waste sectors, learning networks 

and intermediary organisations are invaluable. In the energy sector, the new roles for municipalities 

to procure renewable energy creates many opportunities, but the institutional complexities and 

financial barriers are enormous. Water quality and availability are of major concern to cities, 

due to the impacts of climate change and the poor state of wastewater treatment works. In the 

waste sector, landfills are filling up and pressure is mounting to mainstream recycling, resulting 

in many local governments experimenting with various innovative technologies and systems. 

Without facilitated learning networks or intermediaries, local governments will either not make 

progress or be forced to depend on expensive consultants. 

The intermediary organisations (EDP, GCRO and ECSECC) demonstrate the importance of 

being deeply embedded in local dynamics and peculiarities – all three intermediaries secure 

funding from local and provincial government and employ staff who deal primarily with the 

specificities of a city. They support local and provincial government through facilitating 

partnering, providing inputs into policy formulation and (more importantly) implementation and 

directionality. They enable the transfer of knowledge of the granular detail of changing urban 

dynamics (e.g., informal settlements, changing market conditions, or infrastructure challenges 

such as water or energy). 

The three metro case studies highlight the importance of collaboration across government and 

society. Chapter 1: Governing South African Cities emphasises that partnerships and coalitions 

with local stakeholders can be enabled by institutionalised and democratically legitimate forums 

for dialogue and collaboration. It further argues that local government must be placed at the 

centre, to avoid further fragmentation and ceding of urban autonomy to unaccountable private 
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sector actors, and that communities should be given a seat at the table. Ekurhuleni’s GDS 

demonstrates how the political leadership, supported by capable officials, have crafted 

a long-term conception of the just urban transition that has survived two electoral terms. 

It is an example of a whole-of-government approach, although it did not manage to build 

an all-of-society shared value proposition. Cape Town was able to avoid Day Zero thanks 

to moving from an uncooperative governance (illustrated by the separate ‘save water’ 

campaigns mounted by the three spheres of government) to a cooperative governance 

response based on a shared value proposition. This was to a large extent due to the 

intermediary role played by EDP. The approach taken by eThekwini to respond to climate 

change shows that the just urban transition can be mainstreamed through building strong 

all-of-society coalitions, learning from international and local networks, and adapting to 

local circumstances. 

As this chapter has demonstrated, cooperative governance comes alive when a balance 

is achieved between the top-down authorising environment and the bottom-up mobilising 

environment. Such a balance creates conditions for innovation and resource mobilisation 

across both state and non-state actors. For cities to drive just urban transitions will depend 

on partnering for the purpose of futuring and learning from experimentation in practice. 

168
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Successful sustainability outcomes will depend on cooperative governance across all three 

spheres of government working within a wider all-of-society approach that includes non-state 

stakeholders from business and civil society. In this regard, the following recommendations 

are proposed.

Develop new cooperative governance mindsets, practices  
and codes 
The successful just urban transition will depend on mobilising political and institutional will to 

open spaces for collaboration, partnering and dialogue about all-of-society value propositions 

that may challenge the status quo. New professional, technical and administrative mindsets, 

practices and codes are needed to integrate cooperative governance into the operational 

practices and systems of local government, in order to: 

•	 build relationships between municipalities and intermediary and service organisations;

•	 create collaborative spaces for transversal work and action between sectors and  

stakeholder groups;

•	 foster sustainability thinking that eventually translates into policy commitments  

and outcomes;

•	 build capacity to mainstream and replicate innovations as they emerge; and

•	 collaborate and coordinate across functions, agencies, sectors and levels of government  

in order to avoid siloed approaches.

Leadership capacity, organisational skills, institutionalisation and social cohesion will be required 

at all levels. Horizontally, new methodologies will be needed to improve collaborative project-

based practices, while vertical, authentic, substantive participatory processes will enable civil 

society to further the aims of international agreements and associated national directives. 

National agencies will need to collaborate with cities in order to improve access to bilateral, 

multilateral and private institutions for implementing sustainability transitions, while cooperative 

governance and its results will have to be monitored, to ensure continuous improvement and 

achieve significant sustainability impacts. 

Support intermediaries
Intermediaries facilitate engagements in order to achieve a balance between the top-down 

authorising environment and the bottom-up legitimating environment, as well as the emergence 

of a shared vision of the future. As has been shown, intermediaries play a critical enabling role 

by facilitating partnering and accessing new knowledge for directionality. Municipalities need 

to recognise the importance of intermediaries, and cooperative governance intermediaries and 

service organisations should be supported financially. 
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Develop long-term differentiated city plans 
The just urban transition requires long-term planning (15+ years), but political terms are short 

term (5 years), which makes it difficult to ensure a consistent commitment during times of 

political transition and change. However, it is not impossible, as shown by the City of Ekurhuleni, 

whose GDS has not been altered over two political terms of office, while eThekwini’s CAP was 

supported by and communicated to relevant decision-makers.

Every municipality, city and town will have its own just urban transition pathway shaped by its 

respective local contextual dynamics. The formulation of these pathways is guided by long-

term achievable value propositions, which need to be transparent, easy to understand and 

developed through participatory processes. These value propositions and pathways need to 

be credible, indicator-calibrated and articulated in long-term city development strategies that 

embrace the key principles of the just urban transition, especially with regard to climate change, 

energy transition and water resources. These longer-term visions then need to be translated into 

medium-term strategies (e.g., BEPP) and the shorter-term SDBIP for each municipality. 

Develop and monitor indicators for sustainability 
South Africa’s reporting systems for climate change and resource sustainability are not aligned, 

which makes it difficult for cities to track progress towards their aspirations, such as poverty 

reduction, greater employment and equality. Differentiated systems are needed for regulatory 

indicators (monitoring technical compliance) and evaluation-based indicators (tracking desired 

sustainability outcomes and aspirational progress). Such systems need to be different yet linked 

or aligned to serve common but differentiated purposes, and should be co-developed through 

intergovernmental partnerships that are predicated on commonly desired outcomes. This could 

be achieved best by establishing common and visionary objectives for development, climate 

change and fiscal policies, which could then be made applicable to each city and could form 

the basis for aligning monitoring and evaluation systems. 

Build partnerships between cities and communities 
A shared value proposition is needed to bind the spheres of government and partners in order 

to achieve just urban transitions in different cities. Cooperative governance does not wait for 

the next crisis but includes a commitment to effective participation that results in a balance 

between the top-down authorising environment and the bottom-up legitimating environment. In 

practice, authentic, substantive participatory processes ensure that civil society has the capacity 

to formulate positions and participate in partnerships. Therefore, municipalities should build 

pro-active partnerships between local government and civil society actors to further the aims of 

international agreements and associated national directives such as the Paris Agreement and 

the NUA. City governments have an essential role to play in setting goals and then developing 

plans in collaboration with other public sector actors, and business and civil society formations. 

They should also view themselves as facilitators of innovative approaches and unpack how the 

delivery of services could be more effective and efficient.
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Formulate a city integrated infrastructure plan
There is little evidence that South African municipalities have accepted the IUDF 

proposal that every municipality should formulate an integrated infrastructure 

plan (IIP). The IUDF proposed that IIPs complement the IDP, SDF and various 

initiatives by national departments. However, recent policy and regulatory shifts, 

which open up new opportunities for direct procurement of renewable energy by 

municipalities and new funding initiatives for water projects via the newly created 

Infrastructure Fund, suggest that it may well be time to revisit the IUDF proposal 

that municipalities craft their own IIPs. 


