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The South African Planning Institute (SAPI) was formed on 1 July 1996 through the amalgamation of the
South African Institute of Town and Regional Planners (SAITRP) and the Development Planning Association
of South Africa (DPASA).

This reflection of the 20 year journey taken by the leaders and members of SAPI is a tribute to the selfless efforts made to
build an independent and connected organisation.

20 years seems like a long time but it is rather short in the context of building a new organisation during a momentous period in
South Africa, a period when the country was making a transition from apartheid to democracy.

From 1996 to 2016 SAPI has been led by seven different national boards

SAPI Presidents

1996 - 1998 Mr Piet van Zyl

2006 - 2010 Mr Ashraf Adam

1998 - 2000 Ms Phekane Ramarumo

2010 - 2014 Mr Yusuf Patel

2000 - 2002 Ms Erika Jacobs

2014 - 2016 Ms Nthato Minyuku
Current President

2002 - 2006 Ms Christine Platt

During the 20 years of SAPI’s existence, 7 conferences were convened under the brand Planning Africa.
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Making Connections

Beyond Crises: Opportunities and Actions

Making Great Places

The early days of SAPI
The birth of SAPI in 1996 as a new, united professional planning body coincided with the
adoption of South Africa’s new Constitution on 8 May 1996. From the outset, SAPI, like most
organisations of the era was challenged to position and capacitate itself to contribute and give
effect to the new vision and inclusive ideals of the country. This was against the backdrop of the
progressive planning community already engaging on these matters since the 1980s and more so,
since 1990 when the political landscape started changing.

This immensely challenging but exciting period was pregnant with the prospect and opportunity of
building and creating something new. In the case of SAPI, the focus was on a new way of Planning, giving
effect to the participatory prescripts set out in the Constitution. This was the period when the National and
Provincial spheres of government were being consolidated and the new developmental local government system
was being established with Integrated Development Planning (IDP) as a key instrument.

Discussions, debates and tensions in defining the new role of planning, the set up and running a new planning body
was intense and with many unknowns on details.

Anxious Times
During this period (1996 – 2002) the regulatory environment for planning and for the Planning
profession was in great flux. Planners were anxious and many seemingly faced “an identity crisis”
as participatory strategic development planning was seen to be replacing traditional town
planning. In hindsight, this was an exaggerated view as it was not the competency of traditional
town planning that was being challenged but the fact that it had to be applied in a changing context.

The challenge for the planning fraternity 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 themselves on IDP. This led to an appreciation of the critical role of spatial and
physical planning competencies of Planners and this remains a key differentiator for the Profession. The science
and economics of spatial organisation, sustainable land development and land use management (whether at erf,
street, precinct, city, or regional scale) arguably requires greater attention. As efforts intensify around spatial
transformation, the focus on creating sustainable neighbourhoods, integrated human settlements and economically
viable areas is more accentuated.

NEW ENERGY

New Energy
In this context, SAPI played a leading role in energising the Planning profession

It has a natural pull factor in being a neutral platform for objective and frank debate,

under the formidable leadership of planners like Christine Platt. In 2002 Christine

masking the immense effort and sacrifice that goes on behind the scenes in

mobilised many planning activists into SAPI to help refocus efforts on building

organising the event. It occupies a large chunk of the overall work of the

planning capability starting with organising the first Planning Africa conference that

organisation. Whereas, other similar conferences have in place full time paid staff to

year. The conference marked a seminal moment by at least partly restoring

plan and organise such events, Planning Africa is put together largely by a small core

confidence and belief in the value and central role of Planners in the changing

of volunteers and a wide network of partner support.

landscape.
SAPI has become synonymous with Planning Africa. The success of the event
Subsequently, and for this reason, Planning Africa has rightfully become a flagship

together with the lobbying and advocacy efforts has ensured the effectiveness of

programme for SAPI. It has evolved into a premier knowledge sharing platform and

SAPI beyond the measure of its actual size and resources. SAPI has served to engage

positions SAPI as a leading voice by facilitating key dialogues and learnings. Planning

and encompass a wider planning community beyond just its membership base.

Africa has become one of the largest gatherings of its kind globally, supported by

Planning Africa is attended more by delegates who are not SAPI members. This

key international partnerships such as the African Planning Association, UN-Habitat,

speaks volumes about the wide reach and influence of SAPI across the broader

and the Commonwealth Association of Planners (CAP).

policy, research, and government space.

Slow Regulatory Environment
SAPI has made remarkable strides despite the slow regulatory environment in the planning
profession, in spite of the extremely limited financial resources due to the small size of the
profession relative to other professions such as engineering, health and teaching. SAPI has played an
invaluable role in representing the interests of planners, building awareness about the value of
planning, assisting planners with professional registration and engaging with young planners and
students. This has included student conferences, poster displays, awards and bursaries, as well as running
training and networking events across the various provinces including annual World Town Planning day.

The past 20 years is characterised by various innovations in meeting a massive challenge of building and sustaining
the organisation amidst a rapidly changing policy and delivery environment, and an extremely slow moving Planning
Profession regulatory context. Although the Planning Profession Act was enacted in 2002, there is no finality on the
regulated planning competencies and standards, scope of defined work for professional planners, and no Continuing
Professional Development (CPD) system in place for the Planning Profession. Without this it is not possible for SAPI as a
professional body to establish a stronger committed membership base organised around a progressive and efficient
regulatory and CPD system. It is an indictment that SAPI members do not embrace their own conference in the same numbers
that other professions do! This is partly due to the fact that despite the high quality content and exposure, the event cannot yet be
located within a CPD system.

BUILDING A STRONG
UNIFIED ORGANISATION

Building a Strong Unified Organisation
SAPI’s origins and strength lies in the regionally based membership that engages in

In 2010 SAPI was able to set up its own independent national office. This was

regional activities and constitutes the larger part of the National Board. The

accompanied by a rebranding exercise and a refined operating model that saw the

organisation has a footprint and infrastructure across all nine provinces through its

consolidation of the national office, a better membership registration and

regional committees. The larger regions have historically been more active but over

administration system, audit compliant regional funding system, improved

recent years many of the smaller provinces are becoming stronger. This is partly due
to deliberate steps taken to build SAPI as a national organisation.

For 10 years SAPI did not have a national administrative office with full-time staff, it
operated on the voluntary efforts of committed board members. Since 2006, with

communication with a revamped website, and dedicated staffing of the national
office. The SAPI Constitution was amended in 2013 to reflect the changes.

Although the larger regions have been more active this is not without challenges as
they have to function optimally in overseeing and servicing the largest portion of
membership. In 2010 -2011 an important intervention by the national office to

Ashraf Adam’s presidency, there was a dedicated effort to establish a national office
and consolidate SAPI as a strong national organisation with strong operational
regions. Due to resource constraints, initially SAPI entered into a partnership with

support one of the largest branches Gauteng, led to improvement in engagements
with members. The overall strength of the organisation has to be guarded and
nurtured on a continuous basis. Since the initial intervention there have been

SAICE utilising their offices in Midrand and their membership administration

continuous efforts at growing SAPI and undertaking programmes across all

infrastructure.

provinces.

RISING INFLUENCE

Rising Influence
Post 2010 SAPI commenced a robust engagement with the processes around the

great deal over the past 20 years. There is a well-established governance structure

National Planning Commission, the formulation of the National Development Plan

and sustainable administrative infrastructure in place. The organisation increasingly

and SPLUMA. The sustainability and spatial components of development were

is able to give more attention to its member and professional development

consolidated in terms of the spatial principles and objectives set out in the NDP with

programmes.

a focus on sustainable human settlements and spatial targeting by the Department
of Human Settlements and National Treasury as a driver for resource allocation.

The thrust of the sustainability of the organisation will always be the spirit of
voluntarism that is driven by the desire to contribute to the health of the Profession

SAPI has a responsibility to meet its continental and international obligations as the

broadly. Continuity and intensification of the voluntary contribution spirit starting

secretariat for the African Planning Association (APA). Although this has been

with the National Board and Regional committees and following through with the

challenging from a logistics and resource point of view, and it has stretched the

broader membership will continue to shape the organisation.

administrative capacity of SAPI, the APA remains priority for SAPI, albeit as a loose
network. SAPI mobilised funding from UN-Habitat and GIZ for research and

20 years on, SAPI is at the forefront of Planning. There are a many opportunities for

publication of the first African Planning Report. The report was presented to

growth and development of Planners. The organisation has contributed decisively to

Planning Africa 2014 and to an international Commonwealth Association of Planners

Planning Capacity and Continuous Professional Development, and will continue to

(CAP) webinar event highlighting the urbanisation challenge on the continent that

build a committed and talented pool of planners in the public and private sectors

requires serious Planning capacity.

making a significant impact and positive contribution to development.

Today, SAPI may still be a long way off from the vision of being strongly connected to
members, but it is remarkable that with very limited resources it has accomplished a

NEW CHALLENGES

New Challenges
The biggest challenge for South African Planners is how best to accelerate spatial

This all means that planners will have to influence and capacitate a whole new radical

transformation and improve the quality of places. This requires the intensification of

approach in property development, public transportation, and transit-oriented

skilling to implement the new focus on sustainable spatial development as

development.

highlighted in the NDP and initiatives such as Johannesburg’s Corridors of Freedom.
SAPI members are yet to address the detail, dynamics and nuances of spatial

Planning capability will have to be extended and advanced in three main areas:

transformation.
(i) Design and application of Legislative Instruments – Designing, implementing
Spatial transformation while being an extremely complex process could be

and enforcing policy and legislative instruments and tools to facilitate subsidised

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

and affordable housing integration in linkage corridors and existing high value

objectives. While it has to address the apartheid spatial legacy it must also fully

precincts and neighbourhoods; and facilitating sustainable human settlements in

embrace new spatial practices in respect of sustainability, liveability and resilience. It

general.

also has to respond to and facilitate technological innovation and economic
structural change.

(ii) Inclusive Place-Making - Spatial structuring, design and planning to enhance
urban form, integration, efficiency, liveability, and sustainability of places at various

The aim of spatial transformation is explicitly to address the empowerment of the

scales with a focus on social and economic inclusion.

majority of the population impacted by historical spatial displacement and ongoing
exclusion and inequality. The following wide-ranging initiatives require an approach

(iii) Economics & Finance – Socio-Economic Cost-Benefit analysis; feasibility studies

that shifts the paradigm from disjointed planning to a single prism that takes the

based on market realities, attractiveness and trends; financial viability of spatial

context of the socio-economic conditions and opportunities facing different areas:

interventions; and financial resourcing of projects.

(i) improve the existing places where people are living,
(ii) create new spatially and economically vibrant growth points,
(iii) create new opportunities for people to move into more central locations, and
(iv) create better linkages between Places through safe, efficient and
affordable public transportation.

Statement by Yusuf Patel, SAPI Past President
Making SAPI More Effective - Taking it to New Heights
As we enter the next 20-year period my desire for SAPI as an organisation is that SAPI

much more reinforcement of work between SACPLAN, SAPI Planning Schools, and

will be able to consolidate its position and become a leading advocate and voice for

the Private Consulting Planners in context of their clearly defined mandates and

spatial transformation by pursuing sustainable spatial development more actively.

goals. Nothing should deter from finding more innovative ways to resource, grow

The organisation ought to commission its own studies and compile views and

and manage the profession better.

commentaries on various development initiatives and projects in the context of
spatial transformation goals. SAPI can draw on the wealth of knowledge and critical
case studies presented at Planning Africa.

The future looks very bright and is extremely exciting for Planners. But Planners have
to build and grow the Profession. SAPI is a key body to advance this course and it is
therefore critical that members help build and take SAPI to new heights. SAPI
members have to get more involved and shape the effectiveness of the organisation

This academic work needs to be more strongly tied into a robust Communications

to advance the value of Planning in society, to advance the Profession, and their own

strategy. Similarly, the range of SAPI programmes and platforms such as the

personal and professional development.

Professional Development Centre, World Town Planning Day events, other regional
training and networking events, student and young planner conferences and
awards, and the Know Your Block – Make Great Places campaign can serve to better
enhance broader awareness and promote spatial transformation, thus empowering

Members must lead the way so SAPI works smarter, nurtures and leverages
partnerships better, and sustains the spirit of volunteerism. It is only by rolling up
sleeves and contributing that the challenges will vanish and the dreams will be
turned into much needed reality.

planners, developers, investors and communities with knowledge and ways to attain
This is an opportunity to congratulate SAPI and wish it well over the next 20 years,

better spatial outcomes and more inclusive places.

but also to acknowledge and thank the many individuals, organisations, partners
SAPI must truly becomes the leading Planning Professional development facilitator
for its members by building on its legacy of Master Classes and Practical Training, and
by growing the Professional Development Centre into a vibrant knowledge hub
covering

training,

mentorship

and

supporting

continuing

professional

development. In this respect unity in the sector is paramount. There will have to be

and sponsors that have contributed so much to SAPI over the years. May it long
continue!

PLANNERS PAY TRIBUTE TO NELSON MANDELA
10 December 2013

The greatest tribute that planners can pay to former President, Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela,
is to escalate the spatial transformation of our country.
Let us not forget that the struggle for freedom that Mandela fought for was essentially a struggle against forced removal, restriction of movement and segregated spatial
planning. Planners operating under the apartheid system were responsible for designing and organizing our country into group areas. Every town and city in our country is
racially segregated into White, Black, Colored and Indian areas separated by railway lines, roads or green buffer zones. Planners operating in the free dispensation that Mandela
and his fellow generation of selfless leaders helped bring about have to deepen our commitment and dedication to the task of stitching together the spatial fabric of our towns,
cities and rural areas.
Twenty years into democracy the spatial footprint of apartheid still looms large and it remains an immense and costly task to rearrange the physical landscape. The National
Development Plan addresses the objective of spatial transformation in a number of ways and provides a beacon for change that all Planners whether in the public or private
sector ought to embrace and help implement.
Planners have to push the envelope and strive for excellence in the way we approach long-range forward planning, spatial development frameworks, land use managements
systems and the day to day submission and decision-making with regard to development applications. Such excellence can ensure that we start making better choices so that
the process of integrated sustainable development is well embedded into our system of governance.
As we continue with the campaign of “Making Great Places” towards the forthcoming Planning Africa conference to be held in Durban in October 2014, let us dedicate it to the
values and example of Nelson Mandela. We must make places that are safe, healthy and vibrant. Places which are inclusive and non-racial.
Our deepest condolences go to the Mandela family and to the many friends and comrades of Madiba. We share today in commemoration with billions of people around the
world and celebrate the gift of Mandela’s legacy to humanity. Hamba Kahle Madiba!

YUSUF PATEL
SAPI PRESIDENT 2010-2014

Statement by Christine Platt, SAPI Past President

SAPI has developed into a highly respected professional body

internationally – both on the Continent and globally. That way we will continue to

over the last 20 years, making a significant contribution to

enjoy the recognition we have worked so hard to earn and will remain a respected

planning both nationally and internationally. SAPI can be

voice in advancing thinking in the field of sustainable urbanisation and planning

proud of what it has achieved over this period in becoming a

globally.

balanced voice for progressive planning thought and for what

Over the next 20 years planners face unprecedented challenges – we have to deliver

it has done to develop professional linkages on the African

on the SDG’s by 2030 and we have to continue to lay a sound foundation for the

Continent.

unprecedented urbanisation challenges we know will happen this century. The past
20 years has laid a solid foundation on which to build the profession for the next 20

As South African planners, we are doing exceptional work which reflects current

years, characterised by a strong collegiate spirit locally and strong continental

thinking around the global reformation of planning. Many of us might not be aware

bonds. The strong leadership which SAPI continues to enjoy will ensure that we play

of how forward - looking our integrated development planning process is, as it

a full role in delivering on these challenges wherever we can.

accords with the calls to make planning strategic, participatory and integrated – in
other words, fit for purpose in the 21st Century. In many places in the world,
planning remains mired in technocratic Master planning and the micro
–management of land use, without the strategic, visionary element with which we
have become so familiar as key to our IDP process.

SAPI has a key role to play over the next 20 years in continuing to develop the
profession nationally as well as to remain at the forefront of planning practice

Christine Platt
SAPI PRESIDENT 2002-2006

Afterword
It is with a deep sense of humility and pride that the current

The top challenges and trends facing the planning profession today include a

board of SAPI reads through these reflections.

deepening of income inequality, persistent jobless growth, lack of leadership, rising

We salute the leaders and members who bravely charted a path for the future. As we
pick up the baton and move into the next 20 years, we do so with the knowledge
that rapid acceleration of complexity and change is the new normal.

While leaders attempting to structure a global consensus on housing, urbanization
and urban development through UN Sustainable Development Goal 11 and Habitat
III – refugees clash with the national security as they flood cities, water and energy
insecurity stunts industrial development, young unemployable youth trained for the
industrial age are pushed out into unproductive streets as they become increasingly
alienated from a technological economy. Governments and its agencies are unable
to plan, program, budget and execute fast enough to meet demand for low income
or affordable housing, water, electricity, roads, public transport and relevant skills.

This presents a renewed opportunity to regroup planners and take SAPI into the new

geostrategic competition, a weakening of representative democracy, intensifying
nationalism, rising population in the developing world, increasing occurrence of
severe weather events, increasing water and energy stress and a growing
importance of health in the economy.

SAPI members and partners have to explore new ideas, improve processes and
practices which have the potential to or are already materially shifting the way
people (especially the poor and alienated) experience, live, make a living, contribute
and play in our cities – in a sustained and constantly improving way.

This change and complexity is going to be greater than what was experienced in the
last 20 years. The Planning profession has to adjust to a New World Order of
complexity and change. We have to develop solutions based on where we would like
be. This does not come from doing things the same – it comes from doing things
differently.

dilemmas, to make a decisive and lasting contribution in the Planning profession, as
connectors of integration, as facilitators of development and agents of participatory
and spatial transformation.

Nthato Minyuku
SAPI PRESIDENT 2014-2016

20 YEAR REFLECTION
Published by South African Planning Institute (SAPI)

WWW.SAPI.ORG.ZA

