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Achieving a ‘safe landing’ – SA’s negotiated local government transition

A great deal has been written about South Africa’s negotiated peaceful transition.  What is perhaps less familiar is the critical role of local government during this process.
In South Africa, by the 1980s, there was widespread resistance towards the apartheid local government, a system historically based on segregated white local authorities appropriating the major share of municipal revenue from industry and commerce in each town and city, with the resultant lack of municipal service delivery in impoverished black townships.

In the early 1990s, local negotiation forums began to emerge, with black civic leaders campaigning for a new system of local government based on the slogan “one city, one tax base”, essentially a call for more equitable distribution of municipal resources.

By 1993, the issue of local government had become a core issue at the Multiparty Negotiating Forum, and, together with disagreements over how the security forces would be controlled during the transition period, nearly bought the negotiations to a halt. Finally, an agreement was reached on a phased local government transition process, a so-called “safe landing”. In terms of the jointly-agreed Local Government Transition Act, during the ‘pre-interim’ phase, local white communities, notwithstanding their relatively small numbers, were guaranteed equal representation on the newly amalgamated local authorities. This arrangement lasted until the first democratic local government elections in 1995. 
Then, for the ‘interim phase’ until 2000, the former white local areas were allocated 50% of the demarcated wards (which constituted 60% of the total number of seats, the other 40% being contested on a proportional basis) – a guaranteed 30% representation. The ‘final’ phase, which saw the introduction of fully-democratic, non racial local authorities throughout the country, was implemented following local elections in 2000.
In a divided society, South Africans have learned that governance of local communities is a sensitive issue, particularly in terms of the equitable allocation of resources. It is sometimes necessary to provide for a phased transition process whereby previously-divided local communities can be integrated over a period of time on a negotiated basis.

From a ‘tier’ to a ‘sphere’ – local government in the South African Constitution

The new South African Constitution, which was negotiated through the multi-party Constitutional Assembly in 1995, and implemented from 1999, has a separate local government chapter. Herein it is stated that the local sphere of government consists of municipalities, that a municipality has the right to govern on its own initiative the local affairs of its community, and that national or provincial government may not compromise or impede a municipality’s ability or right to exercise its powers and perform its functions. 
Local government is therefore regarded, not as a `third tier’ of government, established by statute (as was historically the case) but rather as an equal sphere of government that receives its mandate, powers and functions directly from the South African Constitution. All three spheres of government are regarded as `distinctive’, yet `interdependent and interrelated’, with a strong emphasis on what is termed ‘cooperative governance’.

Municipal powers and functions are specifically listed in the Constitution. Moreover, national and provincial governments must assign to a municipality by agreement a power or function if that matter would most effectively be administered locally.
Local government in South Africa thus enjoys a unique status, and plays a critical role in the development of the post-apartheid society. This is not to say that there are not frequent political or legal disputes between the various spheres of government. However, there is widespread acceptance as to the leading role of local government.
‘Giant steps’ - Consolidation of municipal boundaries and creation of metropolitan government
The process of establishing a new system of local government has seen a simultaneous devolution of powers and functions to local level and a rationalisation of the total number of municipalities (1100 in 1993 to 264 in 2001) in order to improve local financial sustainability.
The new system also provided for the establishment of a specific category of metropolitan government. Consequently, six single-tier metropolitan authorities have been established with areas of jurisdiction that correspond approximately to that of the functional metropolitan economic area.
This was done in the express recognition of the national economic role played by cities, as well as the need to reduce the possibility of destructive, cross-boundary competition between local municipalities within a multi-nodal metropolitan area.

From ‘either/or’ to ‘both/and’ – urban and rural policy debates

For a number of years, investments in urban and rural areas were seen as mutually exclusive and competing. These arguments were often based on a view that, with sufficient rural development, urbanisation can be reduced or even stopped. In addition, cities and towns were seen as ‘centres of urban affluence’ within a ‘sea of rural poverty’, notwithstanding the fact that the relatively high average level of wealth in cities often masks massive inequalities and deprivation. 

In policy terms, it is more useful to develop a view of ‘urban plus rural’, rather than ‘urban versus rural’, and to see urban and rural not as different and competing spaces, but as part of a single continuum.

In South Africa, while debates continue, most policy responses now seek to strengthen existing economic and demographic linkages between urban and rural areas, for example, by focusing on the impact of urban development on rural economies and national poverty through, for example, the exchange of products between urban and rural, circulatory migration patterns, the remittance of wages and the development of regional tourism linkages.
Local government and development planning
The South African Government White Paper on Local Government (1998) promotes the concept of `developmental local government’. Municipalities are given responsibility for being proactive about the developmental needs of the communities they represent, rather than simply confining their role to one of administration, regulation and service delivery according to a statutory list of powers and functions. 

Developmental local government emphasises that this is achieved through integrated, participatory and partnership-orientated planning and management. All municipalities are now required to draw up Integrated Development Plans (IDPs) that must integrate local developmental objectives into a single vision, and reflect this in specific, measurable implementation plans. The emphasis is on mainstreaming integrated resource management, by focussing on the way in which the municipality performs its core business. A municipal IDP is therefore a statutory planning process, involving annual business plans and budgets, rather than an `add-on’ programme.

Each municipality must actively encourage multi-stakeholder participation in the formulation, implementation, monitoring and annual review of its IDP. This includes establishing committees of community representatives to work with the elected ward councillor in every ward in the country. Municipalities, particularly in small towns and rural areas, receive support from provincial and national government for the IDP process.

Networking and knowledge – new forms of cooperative governance
The South African Cities Network (SACN) was established in 2002 as a mechanism aimed at promoting the exchange of information and knowledge not only between cities, but also local, provincial and national spheres of government, something that public administrations are traditionally not very good at doing. The aims of the SACN are as follows:
· Promote good governance and management of South African cities
· Analyse strategic challenges facing South African cities, particularly in the context of global economic integration and national development
· Collect, collate, analyse, assess, disseminate and apply the experience of large city government in a South African context
· Promote a shared-learning partnership between different spheres of government to support the governance of South African cities
The SACN has promoted the view that cities are the ‘engine rooms’ of economic growth in South Africa: 
“South African cities generate over 80% of gross domestic product and are the key source of government revenue. The ten largest cities in South Africa have combined municipal revenue of R40bn per annum, 75% of all municipal revenue. For these reasons alone, it is critical from a national government perspective that the large cities are well managed.

Cities are becoming more important than ever before. In recent decades, the process of globalisation has led to a blurring of national boundaries. Trade, finance and investment are no longer just state-to-state, but also city to city. In particular, the information revolution brings cities together in a complex global system of interaction and interdependence.

Increasingly, cities are the focal points of international finance and labour markets, as cities become key nodes in a global economy. Capital and labour are attracted to cities that are well managed and that perform well. The economic viability of cities is therefore critical for national economic performance, and for the ability of this country to compete globally.

Cities and towns are becoming bigger. Currently, 55% of the population lives in urban areas. This will increase to 70% in the next three decades. It is essential from a local perspective that cities and towns are well governed and managed, that municipal services are provided to all residents on an equitable basis, and that the long term infrastructure needs of cities are carefully planned.”
These views are now increasingly being accepted as part of national government policy.

The evolution of city development strategy processes
Since 2004, the SACN has published two influential “State of the South African Cities” reports. These reports have promoted the need for cities to go beyond their IDPs and focus on city development strategies, based on the following considerations:
1) Integrative framework for development
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2) Long term vision linked to short term action plans
a) City visions need to go beyond ‘motherhood and apple pie’ statements
b) There is a tendency to still focus on short-term operational plans rather than a long term city strategic plan – both are needed, and they need to be connected
c) There is a persistence of ‘shopping lists’: there is a need to focus on city-wide ‘change-drivers’ and ‘points of leverage’ where impact can be maximised


3) City wide planning and resource mobilisation
a) It is useful to distinguish between a municipal plan and a plan for the municipal area – the first deals with municipal powers, functions and budgets, the second with the development contributions of other levels of government, the private sector and the community or voluntary sector
b) Develop a collective rather than just a municipal city vision, with a shared understanding of a city’s socioeconomic structure, constraints and prospects, within the context of global, regional and national trends
c) Promote joint effort: structured governance and partnership arrangements between government, business, labour and civil society
d) Adopt a comprehensible rather than comprehensive city plan: easy to communicate, manageable, empowering, accessible


4) Planning beyond boundaries
a) Establish mechanisms to plan beyond the area of municipal jurisdiction
b) Maximize rural/ urban linkages in policy and planning
c) Develop national urban and spatial development strategies that can plan for where people are going to be, not just where they are now, i.e. focus on mobility and portability of skills, not just place-bound services and infrastructure
5) Integrated public sector asset management
a) Give consideration to the full range of public sector interventions within the city area rather than on municipal powers and functions only
b) Improve alignment of public sector initiatives within city areas, in particular, land and buildings, transport, skills, social services, housing, urban regeneration
c) Particular focus is needed with regard to role and participation of state- owned entities

6) Alignment of sector policies and plans
a) Develop mechanisms to `mainstream’ cross-cutting issues (e.g. economic growth, poverty reduction, migration, HIV/AIDS, spatial planning, transportation, environment, etc)

b) Establish basis for ‘trade-offs’ between plans, in order to avoid the problems of ‘parallel planning’
c) Focus more on the results (outcomes), rather than on inputs and outputs

7) Combined classes of instruments for implementation of strategy
a) City development strategies should aim to harness all possible instruments for implementation, for example: policy, legislation and regulation, fiscal (taxes, fees, charges, incentives), financial (government expenditure, equity), institutional (governance,  participation, alignment), public asset management, knowledge management, and advocacy and leadership
Many South African cities and towns have begun grappling with these and other issues in an attempt to address the ongoing development challenges.
Integrating the apartheid cities – what still needs to be done

One of the most visible consequences of past policies is the dual nature of South African cities and towns: the formal and the informal, the employed and the unemployed, the insiders and the marginalised, the wealthy and the poor, juxtaposed and yet often worlds apart.

Fourteen years after the political transition, and despite tremendous progress, inequalities persist, and many towns and cities in South Africa continue to be characterised by:

· Spatial fragmentation;

· Political, racial and social division;

· Inadequate public transport;

· Urban sprawl and poor land use management;

· Weak land and housing markets, especially in poor areas;

· Inadequate planning for urban growth; and,

· Environmental degradation.

More recently, particular attention is being given to finding ways in which those powers and functions viewed as necessary to overcome the ongoing economic, social and spatial divisions, and build more sustainable cities, e.g. provision of affordable housing (currently a concurrent national and provincial function), public transport (national function) and land use management (municipal function), could be better combined.
The role of the city centre in building a new common identity
South Africa is well known for conducting an extensive and formal ‘truth and reconciliation’ process in an attempt to deal with the hurt and pain of the past three centuries. In Cape Town, there has also been a strong emphasis on the role of heritage and culture in urban regeneration, and, in particular, finding ways to address the divisions of the past through history and memory projects.

Many people and communities who made a contribution to the building of the city were previously ‘written out’ of the city’s history. This included the way in which the public realm was historically constructed to portray only one side of the story (i.e. through names of streets and buildings, types of statues in public squares). Ways are now being found to portray the ‘hidden histories’ and ‘intangible memories’ of indigenous people, slaves, dispossessed communities, and leaders of anti-apartheid struggles, including through ‘living memorialisation’ projects such as Goemarati, which refers to a traditional form of Cape Town musical performance.
In addition, ways are being found to make the city centre a ‘neutral space’ where previously divided communities can interact in a variety of ways in order to create a new, more inclusive, identity for the city.
Summary of lessons

South Africa and Northern Ireland share a number of similar characteristics. Both territories have emerged out of a period of intense political and social conflict; both face challenges of buildings integrated societies with a new identity; both need to increase levels of economic growth, employment and incomes in order to better address issues of deprivation and inequitable distribution of resources.
There are a number of possible lessons that Northern Ireland/ Belfast could learn from the South African experience:

1. In a divided society, the governance of local communities can be a sensitive issue, particularly in terms of resource allocation. It is sometimes necessary to provide for a phased transition process whereby previously-divided local communities can be integrated over a period of time on a negotiated basis
2. The role of local government needs to be clearly defined. It is helpful to see local government not just as ‘creatures of statute’ of another tier of government, but as equal partners in development

3. City-regions are increasingly units of economic competition within the global economy. A form of metropolitan government is necessary to avoid fragmentation of the metropolitan economic area and to enhance the competitiveness of the city-region

4. National policy needs to be clear on the strategic role of cities and their regions in achieving higher levels of competitiveness in the global economy. National policy should aim to promote urban-rural integration, rather than an ‘urban vs. rural’ approach, which perceives urban areas to be ‘over-resourced’ and attempts to divert resources away from urban areas. Cities need to find ways to plan beyond their own boundaries
5. Municipalities need a mechanism through which the programmes and budgets of the various line departments can be integrated into a single development programme, based on a common set of priorities
6. A city development strategy can be a useful process to develop a shared city vision linked to short-term, measurable objectives
7. Close attention needs to be paid to structuring inter-governmental relations, and to ensure the participation of state-owned enterprises in local development programmes

8. Structured networking and knowledge-sharing can be powerful ways of enhancing inter-governmental cooperation

9. Municipalities have a key role to play in addressing the roots of historical conflict, particularly in terms of economic, social and spatial integration. Human settlement policy, public transport and land use management are key tools to utilise, and need to be combined into a single strategy

10. The city centre is an important space where previously divided communities can be bought together to create a new, common city identity
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