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If South Africa's municipal
boundaries don't match
how people actually live,

what exactly is being
planned for?

BY TIANA CLINE
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get different accounts and different
systems”,

“Government has these municipal
boundaries, but they're out of touch

Whether you're driving or walking
east, there is no noticeable difference
as you cross the unmarked boundary
between Johannesburg and Ekurhu-
leni. The streets are lined with the
same jacaranda trees, walled gardens
and strip malls. Yet this is one of South
Africa’s more consequential borders,
drawn  for administrative conve-
nience and politics rather than around
how people actually live Yasmin
Coovadia, the South African Cities
Network (SACN) executive manager
for programmes and urban gover-
nance, and a planning expert, says the
lived experience of people in the two
metros ignores the border, “until you
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with what actually happens.”

‘The country has eight metros and
39 Intermediate city municipalities,
the mid-sized cities that are smaller
than metros but bigger than the towns
arcund them. Several are now the size
of the smallest metros. Msunduzi
(817 725), which includes Pieter-
maritzburg, and Mbombela (809 674)
are each home to roughly as many
people as the Mangaung metro around
Bloemfontein, which has 8n 43
people, according to the last census.

Other municipalities must account
for the country’s mining, manufac-
turing and logistics, such as Rusten-
burg’s platinum belt or eMalahleni's
coal and the port at uMhlathuze. As

Coovadia says: “You can't plan the
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Between the cracks: The George
Harrison statue near Eastgate
shopping mall. The mall was built in
1973 and straddled the boundaries
of the joburg and Ekurhuleni metros.
The line was adjusted in 2013 to
mawve the mall into Ekurhuleni.

country’s future by looking at metros
alone.”

Instead of viewing cities as self-
contained  entities, the emphasis
should be on the wider regions that
function as integrated economic and
soclal systems. “We need to stop
talking about cities in isolation and
start talking about city regions,” she
says. According to SACN, a city region
is a functional urban system centred
on a major city, but also reaches into
the municipalities around it. These
regions are held together by labour
markets, commuting patterns, logis-
tics corridors, shared water and
energy networks and land and housing
markets.

A national comridor links the
uMhlathuze municipality to
eMalahleni (formerly Withank) and
carries on through Gauteng to Rusten-
burg in the North West province. This

A business
with offices an
both sides of
the municipal
border has to
budget against
two tariff
structures
that move at
different times
and in different

directions.

means that coal, platinum and freight
mowve along one route that is planned
and budgeted for in pieces. Rusten-
burg is tied to Tshwane by the 380km
N4 Platinum Highway and to Johan-
nesburg by the R4 and R4, while
eMalahleni borders Ekurhuleni and
sits on the Gauteng energy corridor.
SACN's strategy sets out what coor-
dination at that scale would involve,
from joint planning of water, energy,
transport and digital infrastructure to
shared management of catchments,
fleodplains and climate risks that
cross municipal lines.

The national Integrated Urban Devel-
opment Framework identified four
city regions in 2m6, around Cape
Town, Gqeberha, eThekwinl and
Gauteng The National Spatial Devel-
opment Framework, published in
2022, recognises three national urban
regions within a system of nodes
and corridors, but avoids the term
city region altogether. Neither city
regions nor intermediate cities have
any legal classification, because the
Munieipal Structures Act provides only
for metropolitan, local and district
municipalities. Money follows the
same lines, with National Treasury’s
Cities Support Programme working
solely with metros and the Integrated
Urban Development Grant reaching
nine intermediate cities in 202425

This is one of the reasons SACN
decided to widen its own work beyond
the eight metros it has historically
focused on. Rather than trying to
support all 39 intermediate cities at
once, it identified seven, chosen for
their proximity to a metro, their posi-
tion on a national corridor and the
continuity of settlement between
them and the nearest city. Stellen-
bosch and Drakensteln are drawn
into Cape Town's orbit, Msunduz and
KwaDukuza into eThekwini's. Rusten-
burg and eMalahleni are pulled toward
Gauteng along the same corridor
uMhlathuze, home to the port at
Richards Bay, also made the list, not
because it borders a metro, but because
of how miuch of the national economy
runs through it. SACN's peer learning
programme and its urban festival are
open to all 39 intermediate cities. The
seven get something more, a working
relationship with the network for a
small subscription fee, and what SACN
learns from those seven becomes the
evidence it takes into the argument for
city regions being recognised in law.

With the majority of Investment
still concentrated in the eight metros,
a significant part of the country’s
growth is happening in intermediate
cities. "And a lot of people in busi-
ness, especially in technology, make
decisions based on where people are
maoving and working," says Coovadia,
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who explains that including interme-
diate city regions should be a strategic
business decision. *If you only plan
for the metros and ignore the inter-
mediate cities and city regions, you're
missing where a lot of future growth
will actually be” The OECD report that
shaped SACN's thinking found that
98 of the 100 fastest-growing urban
agglomerations in Africa are inland
rather than coastal, which means the
growth is not happening at the ports
and the infrastructure already built to
serve them.

How a city works and how it is admin-
istered come apart in the plumbing
Billing systems, outage management
and datacentre redundancy are still
bullt around municipal service areas,
while the actual footprint of demand
and risk is scaled to the city region.
The costs diverge as well - Johan-
nesburg pushed electricity up 12.74%
and water and sanitation 13.9% for
202526, while Ekurhuleni restruc-
tured its residential tariffs after a
cost of supply study and added a
fixed monthly charge of R109.78 for a
single-phase supply and R203.89 for
three-phase, before a unit is drawn by
the consumer. A business with offices
on both sides of the municipal border
has to budget against two tariff struc-
tures that move at different times and
in different directions.
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Beyond tariffs, a company oper-
ating across a (mostly) functional
region like Gauteng is dealing with
several municipalities simultane-
ously, each with its own permitting
processes and service level agree-
ments. Disaster planning, supply
chains and infrastructure resilience
run into the same problem because
floods, power failures and logistics
bottlenecks rarely respect a municipal
line planned in a city council board-
room. This is ultimately why deciding
which places count as strategically
important reallocates attention and
resources. “All of these places, metros
and intermediate cities, work together
to make our country grow, or to make
it shrink,” Coovadia says. “If you want
to get ahead of the curve, you have
to accept that municipal boundaries
don't match real life. Planning, invest-
ment and governance all need to shift
to the scale of city regions.’ 12

lan the
country’s future by
looking at metros alone.”
Yasmin Coovadia, SACN

“You can’t

CUMULATIVE POPULATION

Rank | Municipality name Category | Total Accum_pop | Pop % Rank | Municipality name Category | Total Accum_pop | Pop_%
Pop2022 Pop2022
1 City of Johanneshurg Metro 48M 48 M 7.7% 24 Mogale City ICM 438K 347M 0.7%
2 City of Cape Town Metro 48M 96 M 7.7% 25 Emalahleni 1M 435 K 352M 0.7%
3 eThekwini Metro 4.2 M 13.8M 6.8% 26 | City of Matlosana ICM 431K 356M 0.7%
4 Ekurhuleni Metro 41M 17.9M 6.6% 27 Alfred Duma ICM 415K 360M 0.7%
5 City of Tshwane Metro 40M 21.9M 6.5% 28 uMhlathuze 1M 412K 364M 0.7%
[ Nelson Mandela Bay Metro 12M 231 M 1.9% 29 Maluti a Phofung ICMm 398K 368M 0.6%
7 Buffalo City Metro 975K 241 M 1.6% 30 Mogalakwena Ic™m 3TBK 37.2M 0.6%
8 Emfuleni ICM 946 K 25.0M 1.5% N Ray Nkonyeni IcM 362K 37.6M 0.6%
9 Polokwane ICM BAZ K 259M 1.4% 32 Matlosana [[u ] 355K 379M 0.6%
10 City of Mbombela ICM B19K 267 M 1.3% 33 Rand West City Ic™m 335K 383IM 0.5%
" Msunduzi ICM BIEK 27.5M 1.3% 34 KwaDukuza ICM 3BK 386M 0.5%
12 Mangaung Metro BI1K 283M 1.3% 35 Greater Giyani IcM TK 389M 0.5%
13 Bushbuckridge ICM TS1K 291 M 1.2% 36 Govan Mbeki ICM 310K 39.2M 0.5%
14 Nkomazi ICM 592K 297 M 1.0% 37 Enoch Mgijima ICM 297K 395M 0.5%
15 Fetakgomo Tubatse ICM 576 K 302M 0.9% 38 George ICM 295K 398M 0.5%
16 Thulamela ICM 576 K 30.8M 0.9% 39 Drakenstein ICM 2TTK 401 M 0.4%
17 Rustenburg ICM 562 K 314M 0.9% 40 5ol Plaatje ICMm 270K 40.4M 0.4%
18 Local Municipality 4 Steve Tshwete ICM 242K 406 M 0.4%
of Madibeng ICM 523K 31.9M 0.8% 42 Merafong City ICM 235K 408 M 0.4%
19 Newcastle ICM 508 K 324M 0.8% 43 ]B Marks [[u ] 213K 41.0M 0.3%
20 Makhado ICM 502K 329M 0.8% a4 Ba-Phalaborwa (=] 189K 41.2M 0.3%
21 Greater Tzaneen ICM 47TEK 334M 0.8% 45 stellenbosch ICM 175K 41.4M 0.3%
22 King Sabata Dalindyebo | ICM ATTK 339M 0.8% 46 Metsimaholo IcMm 158K 41.6M 0.3%
23 Matjhabeng ICM 439K 343 M 0.7% 47 Lepeliele IcMm 135K 417 M 0.2%
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