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KEYNOTE ADDRESS TO SAPI PLANNING AFRICA 2016 GALA DINNER 

TURBINE HALL CONFERENCE CENTRE, NEWTOWN, JOHANNSBURG 

5 JULY 2016 

 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

Planning Colleagues 

 

 

I am honoured to have been invited by President Nthato Minyuku to deliver a 

Keynote Address at SAPI’s Gala Dinner to commemorate its 20th Anniversary. 

 

There is a very significant, possibly unintended, symbolism in the theme of this 

year’s Planning Africa Conference and the event that we commemorate this 

evening: “Making Sense of the Future – Disruption and Reinvention” – but I will 

return to that a little later in my address.  

 

THE PLANNER 

 

To start off on a lighter note, I want to first take you back to my introduction to 

Planning 101 at the University of Pretoria in 1975. The then Head of the Planning 

School at Tukkies, handed out the following memorandum to the enthusiastic new 

group of aspirant Town Planners and I quote: 

 

One of the functions of this Department is supplying information to the public and 

other interested parties.  In furtherance of this praiseworthy objective we now 

supply the answer to the question: What exactly is a “Town Planner”? In order to 

show our absolute impartiality we even give two answers – take your choice.  

 

Don’t stop – read on! 

 

A Town Planner, as seen by the public 

 

What is a planner? 

A planner is a relative of the Income Tax Inspector.  He has no personal relatives 

since his parentage is doubtful. Planners come in three sizes – thick, very thick and 

bloody impossible.   
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A planner is difficult to recognise.  He might be spotted by his corduroy shoes, pink 

shirt and yellow suede tie.  Because of the planner’s vague affinity to the Arts, most 

local authorities will allow him to wear a higher percentage of mod gear than a 

clerk or engineer.  There is an unspoken agreement between authority and the 

planner as to how much he should support the image of the establishment.  

 

Most planners are employed by local authorities solely to create problems in order 

that they might justify their existence. The planner’s efficiency in doing so is equal 

only to his powers of multiplication once he is appointed. 

 

Having entered into Local Government service, the planner is immediately let 

loose on the most import work at hand.  He is encouraged to converse with all 

manner of people on all topics and within a few short weeks is able to engage in 

long conversations without understanding a single word.  Here he learns to 

develop his technique.  The broad smile, the confidential grin, the nervous giggle 

and the elementary, standard issuance of a non-committal opening to each 

remark. 

 

Once he has been successful in creating a few minor crises he can expect rapid 

promotion and a series of pay rises. 

 

A planner has many talents.  He is extremely skilled in the art of delay.  Any planner 

worth his salt can produce a six-month delay with contemptuous ease.  A skilful 

manipulation of committee meetings, sickness, holidays and the democratic 

process, coupled with assistance from the law, can be devastating.  Decisions can 

be avoided for years on end, and a quick transfer to another authority can enable 

the process to be repeated ad infinitum.  A planner’s dearest wish is to send 

everything back first time round to see whether the applicant means it.  

 

A sense of humour is a vital asset to the planner.  Immense hilarity is gained in 

selecting all of the refined, clever, worthwhile, exciting and profitable aspects of 

any proposal – and then objecting to them.  The ordinary, mundane and dull bits 

are of course praised or passed without delay.  

 

The planner’s written word is sheer poetry, or something similar.  His vocabulary 

and his language are unique and completely unintelligible.  It is not difficult for the 

planner himself of course, since it is never meant to be understood – that being 

mere details of no possible importance. All planning language is simply made up 

as it is being spoken.  The greater number of likely sounding words and phrases 

that are coined, the higher his status becomes. 

 

The planner never, under any circumstances, deals with anything himself.  His 

colleagues, his assistants, his boss, his opposite number, the Committee, the 

Council, the Government or even the President might be dealing with the matter 

in hand, but the planner never “happens to be dealing with it himself”. 

 

Yes – the planner is a very special person indeed. 

But don’t stop – read on, it gets even better! 
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A Town Planner, as seen by a Town Planner 

 

What is a planner? 

All planners are direct descendants of King Solomon and are closely related to 

Einstein, the Pope and Sir Winston Churchill. Planners come in four sizes – very 

clever, brilliant, magnificent and ecstatic.  A planner is difficult to recognise since it 

is well know that genius comes in many disguises. However, if you happen to see a 

tall, handsome, benevolent, intelligent, humble, well-dressed and thoroughly 

likeable fellow wandering through the local corridors of power, the chances are – 

he’s a planner. 

 

Whilst all planners could become millionaires within a very short space of time if 

they cared to, most of them dedicate their lives to humanity by choosing to serve 

society through Local Government.  Without this magnificent sacrifice all Local 

Authorities would of course collapse instantly, the public would run riot and 

anarchy would reign within a few months. Sadly, and incomprehensibly, this 

dedication goes unnoticed by all but other planners. 

 

A planner’s training is enlightened.  A gentle but firm supervision goes hand in 

hand with an encouragement to develop original ideas and imagination.  In this 

way a sound technique is built up with the emphasis on clear, simple, 

straightforward communication.  

 

A planner’s progress and promotion are slow, but with such high-class competition 

from other planners this is inevitable.  Fortunately all planners are always 

completely satisfied.  A planner never moans, complains or bleats about extra 

money.  A crust of bread and a glass of mineral water are more than enough food 

and drink to the planner. The planner is indeed rich in talent: speed, decisiveness, 

clarity, eloquence, diplomacy – the list is almost endless.   

 

A planner’s sense of humour is highly refined.  Other officer’s frailties, personal 

abuse, unfortunate committee decisions and petty jealousies are all met by a 

benevolent smile and inward laughter.  This control does cause a certain amount 

of mental pressure which is released occasionally by the planner being the life and 

soul of the party, whilst enjoying a good glass of wine. 

 

The planner’s language is perhaps his finest achievement.  All planners are fully 

agreed that their work is so complex and complicated that it is quite impossible to 

communicate in the present language.  To overcome this problem the planner 

has risen to the occasion and invented a series of brilliantly clear phrases which 

express a mountain of technical meaning. Far from trying to educate the rest of 

society before its time, the planner is quite content to let the rest of the world 

catch up at its own pace. 

 

Yes – the planner is a very special person indeed! 

 

End of my Planning 101 quote. 
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I share this bit of humour with you possibly at the cost of myself, our profession and 

its many dedicated and passionate practitioners, both here at home and also in 

the international arena – however, I think there may be elements of truth in both 

these descriptions: You decide how little or how much truth there is! 

 

After nearly forty years in the Planning Profession, in the private sector, as well as in 

the provincial and municipal spheres of government, both in South Africa and 

abroad, I have developed a view that the role and the work of the Planner is 

comparable to that of an orchestra conductor. The following is then one of my 

favourite quotes to illustrate this view: 

 

“I think of myself foremost as a teacher – teaching is about opening up new 

possibilities and new ways of thinking. Our job is about making a contribution – it is 

not about impressing people. Ride on your passion – it is stronger than the voice 

that says no! The power of the conductor derives from his ability to make other 

people powerful. On his own, the conductor makes no sound” (Ben Zander, 

Director and Conductor, Boston Philharmonic Orchestra). 

 

LOOKING BACK 

 

On 25 June 1996, at the commemorative dinner held at the Indaba Hotel in 

Fourways, just a short distance from where we are tonight, a watershed event in 

the history of the Planning Profession in South Africa took place. Following two 

years of negotiation and consultation, the South African Planning Institute (initially 

known as the “Institution”) (SAPI) was established through the amalgamation of 

the former South African Institute of Town and Regional Planners (SAITRP) and the 

Development Planning Associate of South Africa (DPASA). 

 

On that occasion, on my inauguration as SAPI’s first President, I stated that the 

Planning Profession in South Africa was in transition. Transition does not focus on 

the outcome, but rather on a conscious ending that is made to leave the old 

situation behind. Transition, therefore, involves the abandonment of certain long-

held attributes that attached to the old system. However, meaningful change also 

takes what was good in the old order and builds on that for a sustainable future. 

Like our beloved country’s move to a new democratic order in 1994, the Planning 

Profession had also crossed the proverbial Rubicon on 25 June 1996. 

 

It is in the celebration of that event in 1996 that I find the possible unintentional 

symbolism with the Planning Africa 2016 conference theme: “Making Sense of the 

Future – Disruption and Reinvention”. We needed the “disruption” of negotiations 

in 1994-1996 between the two former organisations, listening to and respecting 

different viewpoints, finding new common ground and purpose, in order for us to 

“reinvent” the organised Planning Profession in South Africa – in essence, we had 

to create a new purpose in order to “make sense of the future”. 

 

At that event on 25 June 1996, I spelt out an ambitious seven-point action plan to 

direct the activities of the Board of SAPI during my two-year term of office: 
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1. We must devote ourselves to promoting the improvement in the quality of 

life of all our people, especially the poor, in a sustainable way; 

2. We must be an independent non-governmental organisation — we must not 

repeat past mistakes and we must give praise where it is due, but we must 

also have the courage and conviction to constructively criticize where 

necessary; 

3. We must undo as practically and equitably as possible the inequalities 

caused by past apartheid policies; 

4. We must ensure that planning is based on the principles of sustainability and 

partnerships between the communities and the public and private sectors; 

5. Our planning policies must recognise that blueprint-type, restrictive planning 

is ill-suited to our conditions of rapid urban growth and to the creation of 

socio-economic development — our planning processes must become 

more flexible and focused on delivery; 

6. We have to accept that planning will not be perfect, but that it is a better 

option than simply relying on unrestrained market forces; and 

7. We must convince Government at all levels that the reconstruction and 

development of South Africa cannot progress without a substantial planning 

input and that all the South African planners together are willing and able to 

offer that input. 

 

At the end of my two-year term of office, in June 1998, I noted in my President’s 

Annual Report that, although there had been a number of SAPI achievements, I 

invariably felt that not enough had been done. The biggest term achievement 

possibly was the establishment of new SAPI regional structures. More rapid progress 

had been made in the Western Cape, Eastern Cape, Free State/Northern Cape 

and Kwazulu Natal than in the four Northern Provinces. I also noted that the 

biggest legacy of SAPI during the first two years was the fact that it had, for the first 

time in our country’s history, brought together all the Planners in South Africa under 

one umbrella organisation. SAPI was fully representative of all the Planners in South 

Africa, regardless of race, creed, gender or political persuasion.  

 

However, looking back over the past twenty years, I believe that SAPI has come of 

age as an organisation – as a bit of personal reflection, I also believe that my 1996 

seven-point plan can still give the organisation (as well as each one of us as 

Planners) strategic direction in 2016 and beyond. Over the twenty years there 

have only been seven Presidents with their Boards, which have provided the 

leadership and also continuity in building the institutional capacity. The seven 

Presidents were (their terms in brackets): 

• Piet van Zyl (1996 – 1998) 

• Phekane Ramarumo (1998 – 2000) 

• Erika Jacobs (2000 – 2002) 

• Christine Platt (2002 – 2006) 

• Ashraf Adam (2006 – 2010) 

• Yusuf Patel (2010 – 2014) 

• Nthato Minyuku (2014 – 2016) 
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The challenge for the Planning Profession in the first decade of South Africa’s 

democracy was to become more informed and linked to what was taking root in 

planning, participatory approaches, strategic foci and implementation-oriented 

development planning – Integrated Development Planning (IDP). Planners had a 

unique opportunity to be at the forefront of positioning and skilling (or re-skilling) 

themselves to play a leading role in the preparation and management of 

Municipal IDPs. This also led to a greater appreciation of the critical role of spatial 

and physical planning competencies of Planners, which remains a key 

differentiator for our Profession. The science and economics of spatial 

organisation, sustainable land development and land use management (whether 

at local, city or regional scale) in my view requires greater attention, by both the 

authorities and the Profession. As efforts intensify around spatial transformation, the 

focus on creating sustainable neighbourhoods, integrated human settlements and 

economically viable areas has become more accentuated. 

 

During the first decade of its existence, SAPI helped to refocus the Planning 

Profession’s efforts on building planning capability, starting with organising the first 

Planning Africa Conference in 2002 by Christine Platt and her team. This 

conference marked a key milestone in assisting to restore confidence and belief in 

the value and central role of Planners in the changing landscape of our country.  

 

Over the years and after hosting six Planning Africa Conferences (2016 being the 

seventh event), it has become the flagship programme for SAPI. It has evolved into 

a premier knowledge sharing platform and positions SAPI as a leading voice by 

facilitating key dialogues and learnings. Planning Africa has become one of the 

largest gatherings of its kind globally, supported by key international partnerships 

such as the African Planning Association, UN-Habitat, and the Commonwealth 

Association of Planners. Whereas other similar conferences have in place full time 

paid staff to plan and organise the events, Planning Africa is put together largely 

by a core of volunteers and a wide network of partner support. This has been a 

hallmark of all seven the events hosted to date. 

 

Post 2010, SAPI commenced a robust engagement with the processes that had 

been initiated by the National Planning Commission, particularly the formulation of 

the National Development Plan 2030 (NDP). SAPI also supported the efforts of the 

national Department of Rural Development and Land Reform in formulating and 

having the Spatial Planning and Land Use Management Act, 2013 (SPLUMA) 

promulgated by Parliament. The sustainability and spatial components of 

development were consolidated in terms of the spatial principles and objectives 

set out in the NDP, with a focus on sustainable human settlements and spatial 

targeting by the Department of Human Settlements and National Treasury, 

respectively, becoming drivers for resource allocation. 

 

At this point, I want to briefly reflect on the evolution of national legislation and 

policies affecting the Spatial Planning and Land Use Management Sector in the 

last few years – there have been significant developments in a number of our 

national Departments.  
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Firstly, there was the extensive Planning Law Reform process at all three spheres of 

government for the past 4-5 years. This culminated in SPLUMA at the national level; 

new Provincial legislation (e.g. the Western Cape Land Use Planning Act, 2014); 

and individual Municipal Planning Bylaws for municipalities. The key outcome of 

this law reform was that, for the first time since 1994, the Spatial Planning and Land 

Use Management Sector in South Africa had become compliant with the 

Constitutional design in terms of the separation of functions and mandates in this 

sector, between all three spheres of government, and as confirmed by numerous 

Constitutional Court declarations on the matter. 

 

Secondly, as presented yesterday, the Department of Cooperative Governance 

and Traditional Affairs’ Integrated Urban Development Framework (the IUDF) and 

its Implementation Plan 2016-2019, was approved by national Cabinet on 26 April 

2016. The preparation of the IUDF has in the past two years ignited the long 

overdue national conversation on spatial transformation of our towns and cities, 

by providing government’s policy position to guide future growth and 

management of urban areas. The IUDF has also on a high level touched on the 

conversation to be had on urbanisation and the importance of strengthening the 

urban-rural linkages.  

 

Thirdly, in March 2016, the Department of Rural Development and Land Reform 

announced the launch of the process to prepare a National Spatial Development 

Framework (NSDF) in terms of SPLUMA and the establishment of an inter-

governmental steering group (including representation from the provinces), that 

met for the first time in April 2016. The NSDF will be prepared in terms of sections 13 

and 14 of SPLUMA and address, amongst other matters, tackling inherited spatial 

divisions; unlocking development potential; guiding and informing infrastructure 

investment and prioritisation; managing contemporary economic and 

demographic shifts; and facilitating coordination between spheres of government 

and other agencies.  

 

Fourthly, the national Department of Human Settlements is currently developing a 

White Paper on Human Settlements, covering inter alia the topics of spatial 

planning, infrastructure planning, planning instruments and roles and 

responsibilities. A draft policy document was presented for discussion at a 

consultative roundtable session held at the end of May 2016 – the document 

includes provisions and sets objectives for improving planning, design and 

development of human settlements. 

 

Noting all these various initiatives, I was going to state that there was apparent 

lack of policy coherence between the IUDF and other current and emerging 

policies at national government between the Departments of Cooperative 

Governance and Traditional Affairs; Rural Development and Land Reform; and 

Human Settlements – but with Minister Jeff Radebe’s announcement in his keynote 

address to us yesterday it is now clear who will be leading at at the national level 

in terms of facilitating integrated urban development: the Department of 

Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation in the Presidency will be the national lead 

agent, a move which I wholeheartedly support. I trust that this move will apply not 

only to policy alignment, but also to the monitoring and evaluation mechanisms 
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that are put in place. I am of the view that there is already a burden of reporting 

within the Government planning system. The focus of monitoring and evaluation 

should be on outcome achievements and not output achievements. 

 

LOOKING FORWARD – SOME GUIDELINES FOR THE JOURNEY 

 

Twenty years may seem like a long time, but it is actually quite short in the context 

of building a new professional organisation during a momentous period in South 

Africa’s history – a period during which our country made the transition from an 

apartheid state to a democracy. 

 

Undoubtedly, in my view, the biggest challenge for South African Planners in 2016 

is how best to accelerate spatial transformation and improve the quality of our 

settlements. This requires the intensification of skilling to implement the new focus 

on sustainable spatial development, as highlighted in the NDP and initiatives such 

as Johannesburg’s Corridors of Freedom and Cape Town’s Transit Oriented 

Development Transformation Corridors. SAPI members must become the leaders 

and the change agents to address the detail, dynamics and nuances of spatial 

transformation. Our attendance of Planning Africa 2016 and many of the 

presentations and case studies being made here will undoubtedly provide us with 

learnings and better equip us for the task at hand. 

 

Spatial transformation, while being an extremely complex process, could be 

approached in a broad-based sense and centred on several key interrelated 

objectives. It has to address the apartheid spatial legacy, but must also fully 

embrace new spatial practices in respect of sustainability, liveability and 

resilience. It also has to respond to and facilitate technological innovation and 

economic structural changes. 

 

In closing, colleagues and compatriots, I offer the following guidelines for the 

spatial transformation journey that we have to travel with SAPI and the authorities 

during the next twenty years: 

• Keep your direction and look out for the road signs; 

• Be watchful for outdated road maps; 

• Live and travel with integrity; 

• After some storms, the roads may be partially washed away; 

• Maintain your vehicle, travel within the speed limits and keep your following 

distance; 

• Watch out for the road hogs and road rage; 

• Ask for directions if you have lost your way; 

• Pleasant surprises often await you on a quiet country road; and 

• Always keep your goal and end destination in mind. 

 

The future is ours to create. Let us innovate and make a difference. 

 

May God bless us on the journey ahead – Nkosi sikelel’iAfrica.  

 

I thank you. 


